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ABSTRACT

SERVICE-LEARNING AND SOCIAL JUSTICE:
MAKING CONNECTIONS, MAKING COMMITMENTS
SEPTEMBER 2005
TANIA D. MITCHELL, B.A., BAYLOR UNIVERSITY
M.S.Ed., INDIANA UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Assistant Professor Ximena Zuniga

Much of the service-learning literature in higher education assumes that
community service linked to classroom learning is inherently connected to concerns of
social justice. While some service-learning practice aims to alleviate oppressive or unfair
circumstances and promote “more just relationships,” there is little research that
examines the effectiveness of service-learning in developing that commitment.
The purpose of this qualitative research is to understand how students’
experiences in service-learning contribute to their understanding of and commitment to
social justice. The program investigated is a four semester critical service-learning
experience, named the Citizen Scholars Program, at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst. Written assignments and interview transcripts from 11 women who participated
in the program comprise the data for this dissertation research. This secondary data set
was analyzed using grounded theory methodology to explore connections between
students’ participation in service-learning and their understandings of and commitments
to social justice.
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The findings from this research suggest that participants in this study did develop
more complex conceptions of social justice. Through the critical service-learning
experience provided by the Citizen Scholars Program, students report being able to:
develop authentic relationships with community members, question the distribution of
power in society, and deepen their commitments to social justice. The study identified six
properties of social justice sensemaking that appear to influence students’ understanding
of and commitment to social justice. Reflection on the self and experience, introduction
to new information, contradictory experiences, relationships with peers and community
members, and the idea of plausibility were all shown to spur students’ social justice
meaning construction. The findings of this study were used to develop a conceptual
framework that charts how the critical service-learning experience of the Citizen Scholars
Program facilitates social justice sensemaking. This framework can guide the work of
scholars and practitioners who aim or hope to encourage social justice commitments in
students.
Students left Citizen Scholars with confidence in their views of social justice and
a willingness to take action in alignment with those views. This research demonstrates
that critical service-learning can foster a greater sense of agency to act in support of
social justice.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
What is the connection between students’ experiences in service-learning and
their understanding of, commitment to, and work for social justice? Broido (2000)
believes, “College students have long been involved in efforts to develop more just and
equitable societies. Recently, this involvement has been evidenced in students’
participation in community service activities” (p. 3). Some researchers and servicelearning educators contend that a social justice perspective is inherent in service-learning
(Delve, Mintz, & Stewart, 1990; Jacoby, 1996; Warren, 1998). Eyler and Giles Jr. (1999)
discovered in their research that students’ value of social justice was impacted through
service-learning. Moely, McFarland, Miron, Mercer, and Ilustre (2002) discovered that
service-learning led to an increase in students’ awareness of social justice issues,
“Increase in a social justice perspective indicates increased awareness of social
institutions, customs, and power distributions that contribute to poverty and injustice in
society” (p. 23).
Most service experiences involve placements in agencies and locations where the
experiences of those served differ greatly from the students’ own lives. “In servicelearning programs, the subpopulations with whom students work are defined by some
type of need, oppression, discrimination, disenfranchisement, or some other characteristic
that limits their life chances” (Marullo, 1999, p. 17). Our understanding of social justice,
then, might be seeking to understand the conditions that create inequality or difference
and working actively to challenge those conditions through service. Kahne and
Westheimer (1996) assert, “service learning activities can achieve the first crucial step
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toward diminishing the sense of‘otherness’ that often separates students—particularly
privileged students—from those in need” (p. 596). Though their understanding of
difference and relationship to “otherness” is different for students from marginalized
communities, evidence exists to show that the service-learning experience holds benefits
for those students as well (Pollack, Motoike, & Teranishi, 2003).The immersion in
community and interactions with people and issues that may be outside of the students’
understanding or experience create opportunities for development and learning (Gurin,
1999). These opportunities, in turn, may lead students toward activism (or action to
promote change) and acceptance of others as necessary orientations of social justice.
Social justice education encourages students to question inequality, to challenge
prejudice, and to act as agents of change (Bell; 1997). “Service-learning provides an ideal
opportunity for students to confront situations that raise questions, be encouraged to
question assumptions.. .and be pushed to rethink their view of the world and their future
role in it” (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 132). A good service-learning program “helps
participants see their questions in the larger context of issues of social justice” (Kendall,
1990, p. 20). Knowledge of privilege and oppression, and collaborative work with others
advances social justice values such as an appreciation of differences, a reduction of
stereotypes, an ability to work with diverse others, a critical awareness of unequal and
unjust systems, and a commitment to activism and service to create change (Bell, 1997;
Broido, 2000; Rice & Pollack, 2000).
Eyler and Giles Jr. (1999) contend, “Students like service-learning...it is clear
that they believe that what they gain from service-learning differs qualitatively from what
they often derive from more traditional instruction” (pp. 1-2). This appreciation for
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service-learning pedagogy along with pressure and encouragement to use university
resources (including students) to benefit and enhance capacity in the communities
surrounding institutions of higher education, as well as a new push for “citizenship
education” (emphasizing the value and importance of community and public service and
participation) has led to a rapid increase in the number of service-learning courses and
programs in higher education. To document this increase in service-learning programs,
Campus Compact (a national coalition of college and university presidents promoting
community service and service-learning) tracks the trends in student service and servicelearning through an annual membership survey. Their survey research has indicated an
increase of at least 10% in each of the last three years in the number of faculty involved
in service-learning with the number of service-learning courses offered increasing from
11,800 in 1998 to 13,661 in 2000 (Campus Compact, 2003). Further, between 2001 and
2002, the number of students involved in service-learning increased from 28% to 33% of
students on member campuses. In 2000, Campus Compact reported that more than
712,000 students contributed over 17 million hours of service (an increase of 100,000
students since 1998). These figures, of course, are based only on the responses from
Campus Compact member schools, whose membership numbers themselves serve as
evidence of the growth of service and service-learning in higher education. In 1985,
Campus Compact was a coalition of four member schools and today includes more than
900 (35% of the estimated 2,566 institutions of higher education in the United States)
(Campus Compact, 2003). “This incredible growth in service-learning on college
campuses gives us reason to hope for a cultural shift toward a more caring and just
society” (Koth, 2003, p. 3).
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The cultural shift Koth (2003) hopes for is linked not only to students taking
active roles in their communities through service, but also in their understanding and
vision of “a more caring and just society” (p. 3). Current research in service-learning has
explored students’ values of social justice concepts, mostly through self-report Likerttype items, such as attitudes and beliefs about the causes of poverty, a need for social
change, responsibility for creating change, and support for racial diversity (Astin & Sax,
1998; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Moely, Mercer, Ilustre, Miron, & McFarland, 2002).
However, research that seeks to understand the processes students employ to understand
social justice and the factors of the service-learning experience that influence that
understanding represents a gap in the literature. Understanding how school supported
service-learning experiences foster understanding of and commitment to social justice is
an important question to be answered if service-learning’s goals indeed include
movement towards social justice.
Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this research is to understand how students’ experiences in
service-learning contribute to the development of an understanding of and commitment to
social justice. This study will describe the evolution of the participants’ understanding of
and commitment to social justice through prolonged engagement in service-learning. This
includes an exploration of critical service-learning pedagogy and how community service
learning experiences may be used to foster social justice commitments in participants.
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Significance of the Research
Service-learning, although becoming standard practice in many colleges and universities,
is still a relatively new phenomenon in higher education. The practice gains acceptance as
evidence emerges demonstrating the impact that service-learning has both in enhancing
students’ comprehension of academic material and affecting attitudes regarding social
and community issues (Moely, McFarland et al., 2002). In research on service-learning,
researchers have noted an increase of socialization across racial lines, a commitment to
promoting racial understanding, a likelihood to engage in protests and activist activities,
and a greater interest in issues relating to diversity as impacts of involvement in service
(Astin & Sax, 1998; Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 1999). Vadeboncoeur, Rahm, and LeCompte
(1996) discovered that students developed a greater sense of personal responsibility,
awareness of societal problems, and reconsidered many of their former attitudes through
participation in service-learning. The researchers hoped that an outcome of the servicelearning experience would be an increased commitment to activism, but discovered,
“although consciousness-raising was achieved by most students, and personal growth was
evident, few students really increased their level of social activism” by the conclusion of
the semester (Vadeboncoeur et al., 1996, p. 201). Boyle-Baise (1998) found that while
pre-service teachers enjoyed their tutoring experiences with marginalized students, in
many cases deficit notions of community members were retained rather than debunked.
Through immersion in a community tutoring experience, students were
encouraged to cross boundaries which encouraged reflection on their own perspectives of
power and privilege in relation to others (Cohen, 1995). Through this research, Cohen
(1995) found that while she encountered resistance from students, by the end of the
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semester “students seemed very strongly to resonate with the concept of internalized
oppression” and recognized their role in marginalizing others (p. 92). This evidence from
service-learning research shows that the practice can have mixed results, but also
demonstrates the potential of service-learning to impact attitudes, beliefs, understanding,
and action.
While research on service-learning practice and service-learning impact can be
found in a number of different research journals from Teaching Sociology and the
Journal of College Student Development to The Journal of Adolescent Psychology and
the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning, a frequent critique of research on
or about community service learning is the lack of longitudinal studies that inform us of
the effectiveness of the practice over time. The 15-week semester that encompasses most
service-learning experiences is simply not enough time to create meaningful change in
communities (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002) or to understand the impact of servicelearning pedagogy (Howard, 2003; Koth, 2003). This dissertation research examines the
impact of service-learning over four semesters. Researching the impact of prolonged
engagement in service provides new insight into the potential of service-learning;
particularly how service experiences when linked intentionally with classroom
components of reading, writing, discussion and reflection, can transform students’
cognitive understanding of complex concepts.
Additionally, much service-learning literature assumes that community service
linked to classroom learning is inherently connected to concerns of social justice. While
some service-learning practice is aimed toward alleviating oppressive or unfair
circumstances and movement towards “more just relationships” (Nadinne Cruz as cited in
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Sigmon, 1995, p. 31), research that delves into the effectiveness of community service
learning in either developing that commitment from students or producing that change in
the community is rare. While the scope of community change is too great for this study,
this research will seek to understand how service-learning facilitates the development of
conceptions of and commitments to social justice amongst students. The pedagogy,
support structures, and other elements uncovered through this research that appear to
foster the developing consciousness of the study’s respondents will assist others in the
service-learning field to shape and refine their programs to provide supports and
structures that may lead to social justice commitments from the students in their servicelearning programs.
Overview of the Dissertation
A critical service-learning pedagogy aims to seamlessly connect classroom and
community service experiences to support students in understanding the causes of
injustice and inequality and to see themselves as agents of social change. For a servicelearning experience to be deemed critical service-learning, it must provide students the
resources and opportunities to: participate in a meaningful service experience where
authentic relationships are developed and nurtured; identify, research, and analyze
community issues with attention to social change; and, question the distribution of power
through recognizing and interrupting attitudes and behaviors that perpetuate injustice. A
critical service-learning experience that prepares students for responsible citizenship
geared towards social change is the focus of this dissertation. In particular, I ask: how do
students come to understand and develop a commitment to social justice through servicelearning? Further, what factors of the service-learning experience influence the evolution
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of that understanding and commitment? To explore these questions, I examine the
experiences of students in the Citizen Scholars Program at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. I explore how their conceptions of and commitments to social
justice evolve during their time in Citizen Scholars and how the critical service-learning
pedagogy of the program allowed them to make sense of this complex concept.
Chapter 2 of this dissertation will review the literature important to this research:
critical service-learning as the context, cognitive development as the process, and social
justice theory as the lens in framing the meaning and behaviors students attribute to social
justice and living a commitment to social justice. Chapter 3 describes the methods used to
collect and interpret the data in this study, and subsequent chapters detail analysis.
Chapter 4, “Making Meaning: Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions of Social Justice” analyzes
the meanings students attribute to social justice through three paradigms of social justice
theory: redistribution, recognition, and procedural justice. The evolution of their
understanding, exploring how and when perceptions changed, is discussed. Chapter 5,
“Making Commitments: Portraits of Citizen Scholars’ Commitments to Social Justice,”
presents the meanings and commitments students attribute to social justice during their
time in the Citizen Scholars Program through individual narratives exploring each
students’ journey. Patterns among their experience, understanding, and commitment are
explored. Chapter 6, “Making Sense: Social Justice Sensemaking,” explores the
sensemaking properties invoked by the Citizen Scholars to make meaning of social
justice. The chapter discusses the influences that shaped and impacted the meanings
students made of social justice and how they saw themselves as participants in social
justice efforts. Chapter 7, “Making Connections: Critical Service-Learning as a Tool for
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Social Justice Sensemaking” includes a discussion of the elements of the critical servicelearning pedagogy that promote social justice sensemaking in the Citizen Scholars. The
impact on students’ conceptions of and commitments to social justice is also explored.
Chapter 8 concludes the dissertation, presenting a summary of the findings in this
research as well as practice and research implications for service-learning practitioners
and social justice educators.

9

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
This study seeks to understand how students’ experiences in community service
learning contribute to their understanding of and commitment to social justice. Essential
to this study is an understanding of service-learning practice, social justice theory, and
cognitive development. The research investigates two central concepts: social justice and
service-learning, and particularly how involvement in one (service-learning) contributes
to a developed understanding of the other (social justice). Understanding how individuals
learn or make meaning of concepts (cognitive development) is also important to the
research.
In this section, I will define and explicate service-learning as practice and
pedagogy to better understand the field in which this study is centered. This
understanding of service-learning will be made more specific by introducing the concept
of critical service-learning which should be seen as both a pedagogy and philosophy of
community service linked with learning goals connected to aims and ideals of social
change and social justice. Critical service-learning is a concept that first emerged in the
service-learning literature in 1997 when Robert Rhoads introduced “critical community
service.” Moving this concept more centrally into academic experiences, both Rice and
Pollack (2000) and Rosenberger (2000) employed the term “critical service learning” to
describe a social justice oriented approach to community service learning. As this
research also attempts to understand the ways in which students understand (and how
they come to understand) social justice, cognitive theories of meaning making and
sensemaking are reviewed in order to provide a theoretical foundation for how college
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students think and learn. Finally, this chapter offers a review of social justice theory in
order to ground some of the ideas associated with this term. Three paradigms of social
justice theorizing are covered in this section to create a foundation for the definitions and
actions that undergird the commitments to and understandings of social justice for the
study’s participants.
Service-Learning and Critical Service-Learning
Service-learning began to receive national attention following the passage of the
National and Community Service Trust Act of 1990. This legislation created the
Corporation for National Service (now the Corporation for National and Community
Service) in 1993 and began a nationwide movement in higher education institutions
across the United States to develop courses and programs that provided opportunities for
students to do “good work” in the community (Olney & Grande, 1995; J. Taylor, 2002).
Community service learning “serves as a vehicle for connecting students and institutions
to their communities and the larger social good, while at the same time instilling in
students the values of community and social responsibility” (Neururer & Rhoads, 1998,
p. 321). Because service-learning as a pedagogy and practice varies greatly across
educators and institutions, it is difficult to create a definition that elicits consensus
amongst practitioners (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002; Kendall, 1990; Liu, 1995; Varlotta,
1997a). However, I use the terms service-learning and community service learning to
define a community service action tied to learning goals and ongoing reflection about the
experience (Jacoby, 1996). This research will focus on academic service-learning
experiences, or those experiences that take place in the curricular. The learning in
service-learning is produced from the connections students make between their

11

community experiences and course themes (Zivi, 1997). Through their community
service, students become active learners; bringing skills and information from community
work and integrating them with the theory and curriculum of the classroom to produce
new knowledge. The resulting shifts in knowledge, then, are bom of the students’
experiences, not given by the instmctor.
Traditional service-learning programs have been heralded in the research for their
transformative nature—producing students that are more tolerant, more altruistic, more
culturally aware, have stronger leadership and communication skills, and even (albeit
marginally) earn higher grade point averages and have stronger critical thinking skills
than their non-service-leaming counterparts (Astin & Sax, 1998; Densmore, 2000; Eyler
& Giles, 1999; Kezar, 2002; Markus, Howard, & King, 1993). Due largely to this
evidence, service-learning has emerged on college and university campuses as an
effective practice to enhance student learning and development. But some authors point
to caveats, “to suggest that all forms of community service equally develop an ethic of
care, a flowering of a mature identity, and advance our understanding of community is
misleading” (Neumrer & Rhoads, 1998, p. 329).
There are several examples in the literature where community service learning is
criticized. Labeled as charity or “forced volunteerism,” critiqued for reinforcing already
established hierarchies, and deemed as paternalistic, service-learning is not always
applauded for its success in mobilizing students to be involved in local community
agencies and schools (Boyle-Baise, 1998; Cooks, Scharrer, & Paredes, 2003; Cruz, 1990;
Forbes, Garber, Kensinger, & Slagter, 1999; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Levinson,
1990; Pompa, 2002; Sleeter, 2000). Pompa (2002) explains her hesitation:
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I must admit I have never been comfortable with the phrase “servicelearning.” Unless facilitated with great care and consciousness, “service”
can unwittingly become an exercise in patronization. In a society replete
with hierarchical structures and patriarchal philosophies, servicelearning’s potential danger is for it to become the very thing it seeks to
eschew, (p. 68)
Without the exercise of care and consciousness, without drawing attention to root causes
of social problems and involving students in actions and initiatives that address those root
causes, service-learning may have no impact beyond the good feelings experienced by
service-learning students. In fact, a service-learning experience that does not pay
attention to those issues and concerns may succeed in involving more students in the
community, but do so in a way that perpetuates inequality and reinforces the “us-them”
dichotomy.
Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) critique service learning, advocating a social
justice approach instead:
Unlike “service learning,” where youth learn through participation in
community service projects, social awareness places an emphasis on
community problem solving through critical thinking that raises
questions about the roots of social inequality. For example, a service
learning approach might encourage youth to participate in a service
activity that provides homeless families with food, while social
awareness encourages youth to examine and influence political and
economic decisions that make homelessness possible in the first place.
Reflected in this example is a critical understanding of how systems and
institutions sustain homelessness. Through an analysis of their
communities, youth develop a deep sense of how institutions could
better serve their own communities and initiate strategies to make these
institutions responsive to their needs, (p. 90)
While I agree with Neururer and Rhoads (1998) that it would be misleading to suggest
that all service-learning experiences might encourage the type of critical analysis
suggested by Ginwright and Cammarota (2002), I believe it is equally misleading to
suggest that no service-learning class or program encourages the in-depth analysis or
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approach to community problem solving that Ginwright and Cammarota name social
awareness. In the service-learning field, the same approaches labeled as “service
learning” and “social awareness” might be defined by the terms service-learning and
critical service-learning.
The distinction between service-learning and critical service-learning can be
summarized in its attention to social change, its questioning of the distribution of power
in society, and its focus on developing authentic relationships between higher education
institutions and the community served. According to Rosenberger (2000), “Service
learning has grown out of a long history of community service in which volunteer service
to individual people or to the community is perceived as meeting individual needs but not
usually as political action intended to transform structural inequalities” (Rosenberger,
2000, p. 29). Critical service-learning may be viewed as an orientation towards servicelearning that emphasizes social justice outcomes over more traditional citizenship goals.
Rahima Wade (2000) describes the difference as “service for an ideal” versus
“service to an individual” (p. 97). While some feel that the connections between servicelearning and social justice are inherent, critical service-learning makes those connections
intentional and explicit. Bickford and Reynolds (2002) demonstrate the difference
between traditional and critical service-learning orientations by exploring the questions
students are and should be challenged to ask. “One of service-learning’s biggest
limitations, admittedly, is that it induces students to ask only, ‘How can we help these
people?’ instead of the harder question, ‘Why are conditions this way?”’ (Bickford &
Reynolds, 2002, p. 231). Critical service-learning programs not only challenge students
to ask why, but support students in understanding the causes of injustice, and encourages
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students to see themselves as agents of social change (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002;
Rhoads, 1997; Wade, 2000). Fenwick (2001) labels this pedagogical orientation as
“progressive;” meaning that educators focus on an individual’s responsibility to society
and critical issues facing communities, and view service-learning “as a problem-solving
instrument of social and political reform” (p. 6).
Marullo (1999) considers service-learning a revolutionary pedagogy because of
its potential for social change. Service-learning, he suggests:
If implemented properly, should be critical of the status quo and should
ultimately challenge unjust structures and oppressive institutional
operations. It is the analytical component of service-learning that gives it
revolutionary potential, because it is precisely this component that will
reveal the systemic, social nature of inequality, injustice, and
oppression. Service-learning is also revolutionary to the extent that it
creates a partnership for change among community and university
actors. Once the sources of social problems are seen to reside in the
social and political systems that so lavishly reward the few at the
expense of the many, it becomes obvious that such systems require
change. It is in the ensuing step, advocating for change and assisting
students to acquire the knowledge and skills to become agents of
change, that the revolutionary potential becomes real. In this sense,
service-learning provides an opportunity for institutionalizing on college
campuses activism committed to social justice. (Marullo, 1999, p. 22)
To actualize the potential Marullo (1999) sees, critical service-learning must access the
skills and experiences required of students to not only participate in communities, but to
transform them as engaged and active citizens. The work to realize the potential of this
pedagogy and to avoid paternalism demands that attention to social change, questioning
the distribution of power, and the development of authentic relationships be central to the
curriculum.
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Attention to Social Change
Wade (2001) laments that service-learning programs focus far more attention on
the learning and development of students than on development and change in
communities. “Rarely do students in service-learning programs consider whether some
injustice has created the need for service in the first place” (Wade, 2001, p. 1). Too often,
student development and community change are viewed as mutually exclusive. Servicelearning tends to put its emphasis on the students, focusing on “preprofessional”
experiences (viewing service much like an internship or practicum) and the personal or
social development of students (mostly attitudes toward leadership, altruism, and
sometimes thoughts or feelings about the people served in the community such as the
homeless or at-risk youth). Programs that might put more emphasis on creating change
may be characterized or dismissed as activism and deemed inappropriate or too political
for classroom learning. Wade (2000) posits that the practicality of service-learning
(service to individuals) versus critical service-learning (service for an ideal) may explain
the prominence of service-learning programs that emphasize student outcomes over
community change.
In general, service for an ideal is more compelling to me because of its
potential power to effect change for more people. However, in practice,
service to individuals is more accessible and easier to facilitate with a
given group of students over a short time (e.g., a semester). (Wade,
2000, p. 98)
In service-learning programs that do not take a critical approach, the emphasis of
the service experience is to find the students some opportunity to do good work that will
benefit the service agency, and provide the student a place to reflect upon the work they
are doing and perhaps upon their own assumptions and stereotypes about the individuals
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whom their service impacts. This type of service-learning approach requires
“foregrounding issues of identity and difference as a way of helping students alter their
personal and world views and preparing students with new ideas and skills that can help
them understand and work across differences” (Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 2000, p. 19).
Both Chesler (1995) and Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) caution that these types of
service programs, while beneficial for the students in service roles, do not lead to any
transformation of community problems and certainly do not tap into the revolutionary
potential that Marullo (1999) envisions:
Service-learning does not necessarily lead to improved service, and it
certainly does not necessarily lead to social change. As students fit into
prescribed agency roles for their service work they typically do not
challenge the nature and operations or quality of these agencies and their
activities. As we do service that primarily reacts to problems—problems
of inadequate education, of under-staffed and under-financed health
care, of inadequate garbage collection service, of failing correctional
institutions—our service does not focus on challenging or directing
attention to changing the causes of these problems. (Chesler, 1995, p.
139)
It is important to understand that individual change and student development are
desired outcomes of both service-learning and critical service-learning. Critical servicelearning pedagogy, however, balances the student outcomes with an emphasis on social
change as well. This requires rethinking the types of service activities in which students
are engaged, as well as organizing projects and assignments that challenge students to
investigate and understand the root causes of social problems and the courses of action
necessary to challenge and change the structures that perpetuate those problems. What is
powerful about a critical service-learning pedagogy is the integration of students’ service
experiences with their classroom learning. Attention must be paid to both the service
activities and the classroom activities that promote learning. It is in the classroom where
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students are challenged to contemplate the purpose behind their service and the impact
(or absence of impact) of their work. Students can use what is happening in the
classroom—the readings, the discussion, the writing assignments and other activities—to
reflect on their service in the context of larger social issues. “Such a vision is compatible
with liberatory forms of pedagogy in which a goal of education is to challenge students to
become knowledgeable of the social, political, and economic forces that have shaped
their lives and the lives of others” (Rhoads, 1998, p. 41).
Social change “addresses tremendous inequalities and fundamental social
challenges by creating structures and conditions that promote equality, autonomy,
cooperation, and sustainability” (Langseth & Troppe, 1997, p. 37). Service-learning
practitioners who want to call attention to that distinction must find ways to organize
community projects and community work that will allow service learners to critically
analyze their work in the community and not just pat themselves on the back. Helping
students understand the consequences of service—particularly the way that service can
perpetuate need by placing “Band-Aids” on community problems—is an obligation for
educators who practice critical service-learning (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002; BoyleBaise & Efiom, 2000; Chesler, 1995; Cruz, 1990; Densmore, 2000; Rhoads, 1997;
Rosenberger, 2000; Warren, 1998). O’Grady (2000) reminds us, “Responding to
individual human needs is important, but if the social policies that create these needs is
not also understood and addressed, then the cycle of dependence remains” (p. 13).
Robert Rhoads (1998) offers some of the “big questions” that must guide a critical
service-learning approach: “ Why do we have significant economic gaps between
different racial groups? Why do women continue to face economic and social inequities?
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Why does the richest country on earth have such a serious problem with homelessness?”
(p. 45). If service-learning programs aren’t asking these questions or encouraging
students to investigate the links between “those served” and institutional structures and
policies, service-learning students may never move beyond “Band-Aid” service toward
action geared to the eradication of the cycle of dependence (Levinson, 1990; O’Grady,

2000).
Critical service-learning pedagogy fosters a critical consciousness, allowing
students to combine action and reflection in classroom and community to examine both
the historical precedents of the social problems addressed in their service placements and
the impact of their personal action/inaction in maintaining and transforming those
problems. This analysis allows students to connect their own lives to the lives of those
they work with in service experiences. Further, a critical service-learning approach
allows students to become aware of the systemic and institutionalized nature of privilege,
power, and oppression. The action/reflection dynamic of a critical service-learning
pedagogy encourages contemplation on both personal and institutional contributions to
social problems and personal and institutional measures that may lead to social change
(Marullo, 1999; Rice & Pollack, 2000). This praxis brings to light the political nature of a
pedagogy aimed to address and potentially dismantle structural inequality.
Community service that is seen as part of an action/reflection dynamic
that contributes to social change is dangerous in that it fosters a desire to
alter the social and economic structure of our society. It is political
because it questions how power is distributed and the connection
between power and economics. (Rhoads, 1997, p. 201)
Chester and Vasques Scalera (2000) argue, “programs focused on social change
involve students more directly in mobilizing to challenge racist and sexist structures in
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community agencies and in the allocation of scarce social resources, and advocate for the
construction of community-oriented policies and programs” (p. 19). Through a critical
service-learning approach, students can look ahead and consider the kind of work,
beyond those service efforts already in place, that might lessen or transform the social
problems and lead to sustainable change (Wade, 2001). The types of service experiences
that allow students to consider social change and transformation may not bring immediate
results and, therefore, not offer the type of gratification that students involved in more
traditional service-learning classes have the opportunity to experience when the painting
is completed, homeless person fed, or child has completed the art project. And students
involved in more traditional service activities but contemplating the “bigger” questions of
a critical service-learning approach, may end up questioning the value of their work and
devaluing the service; unable to see any value in the short-term contributions of their
service. It is important, then, to work with students in ways that allow them to see the
value and importance of their work and at the same time emphasize that true social
change requires long-term commitments, commitments that often take much longer than
the 15-week formats in which service-learning courses are offered.
Forbes et al. (1999) are clear about the goals they desire through a critical servicelearning approach:
We want...to empower students to see themselves as agents capable of
acting together with others to build coalitions, foster public awareness,
and create social change. Our goal is to avoid the trap of the cultural
safari, instead discussing and demonstrating the tools the students will
require to pursue the objectives they set forth within the engaged
parameters of their own diverse lives and concerns. At the very least,
this should short-circuit the stance of charitable pity that traditional
volunteerism often produces, (p. 167)
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Bickford and Reynolds (2002) argue that the framing of service-learning projects and
activities “impacts both what our students do and how they understand it (i.e., whether it
contributes to ‘change’ or just ‘helps’ someone). The frameworks within which we think
of our work are not ‘irrelevant’” (p. 241). Bringing attention to social change, allows
service-learning programs to look beyond immediate challenges to more comprehensive
issues of our communities (Tellez, 2000). A critical service-learning pedagogy moves
beyond simply doing service, to challenging students to articulate their vision for a more
just society and to investigate and contemplate the actions that propel society towards
that vision.
Questioning the Distribution of Power
Traditional service-learning programs seldom acknowledge the power differences
inherent in service-learning experiences. Lori Pompa (2002) discusses the undergirding
power issues in the traditional service-learning approach:
If I “do for” you, “serve” you, “give to” you—that creates a connection
in which I have the resources, the abilities, the power, and you are on the
receiving end. It can be—while benign in intent—ironically
disempowering to the receiver, granting further power to the giver.
Without meaning to, this process replicates the “have-have not”
paradigm that underlies many social problems, (p. 68)
An aspect of the service-learning experience that practitioners cannot escape or diminish
is that students engaged in service-learning will undoubtedly have greater societal
privilege than those they encounter at their service placements. Whether it be race, class,
age, ability, or education level, and in some cases the privilege of time (which may also
manifest as class privilege), students in some way (or in all of these ways) have more
power than the constituents in the service agencies where they work. “Service, because it
involves the experience of social inequalities and crossings of the very borders that
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sustain and reproduce them, facilitates musings on alternative worlds; on utopias, not as
practical realities, but as visions propelling social change” (J. Taylor, 2002, p. 53). While
some practitioners point to an “encounter with difference” as an aspect of the servicelearning experience that leads to the development and change desired (Kahne &
Westheimer, 1996; Rhoads, 1997), we must be cautious in asking students to engage in
these experiences without challenging unjust structures that create differences.
Discussions about biases, unearned privilege and power must figure prominently in
service-learning classrooms (Green, 2001; Nieto, 2000; Rosenberger, 2000). Cynthia
Rosenberger (2000) contends, “the development of critical service learning, whose goal
is to contribute to the creation of a just and equitable society, demands that we become
critically conscious of the issues of power and privilege in service learning relationships”
(p. 34).
The ways in which service-learning programs are traditionally structured, Cooks
et al. (2003) argue, lead to a socially constructed image of a community in need of
repair, with students armed and prepared to “fix” what is wrong. Simply by choosing
which agencies will be “served” and how and when students will enter the service
experience to complete certain tasks or meet certain objectives allows power to be
retained firmly in the grasp of the instructor and students. From this place, we determine
“who or what needs to be ‘fixed’, to what standard, and who should be in charge of fixing
the problem” (Cooks et al., 2003, p. 4). Service-learning faculty, who wish to incorporate
a critical approach in the curriculum, must recognize and problematize issues of power in
the service experience. Warren (1998) challenges, “Looking at diversity alone is not
enough to truly examine social justice issues. Diversity often implies different but equal,
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while social justice education recognizes that some social groups in our society have
greater access to social power” (p. 136). Too often, the “difference” experienced in the
service setting is reduced to issues of diversity. Without looking at access to social
power and the role of power (or the lack of power) in determining who needs service as
well as what services will be provided, the potential of using service-learning as a
pedagogy that brings society closer to justice is forfeited.
Bringing light to issues of power in the service-learning experience is not easy. It
requires owning unearned privilege, confronting assumptions and stereotypes, and facing
inequality and oppression as something real and present day. Densmore (2000) supports
a curricular approach that explores in depth both the historical and current relationships
between social groups that both leads to and reinforces hierarchies of difference in
society. Rosenberger (2000) seems unsure whether service-learning practitioners are
prepared to embark upon this challenge when she asks:
Is service learning willing to participate in the unveiling and
problematizing of the present reality of our society and to respond to the
difficult, complex issues of inequity, oppression, and domination? Is
service learning willing to make less-privileged people subjects and not
objects? (p. 32)
Hayes and Cuban (1997) introduce “border pedagogy” as a tool that may allow
individuals to think more deeply about power relations, and their experiences with
privilege and oppression. “Border crossing serves as a metaphor for how people might
gain a more critical perspective on the forms of domination inherent in their own
histories, knowledge, and practices, and learn to value alternative forms of knowledge”
(Hayes & Cuban, 1997, p. 75).
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Varlotta (1997b) argues that the undeniable power differentials in service-learning
relationships “must be exposed, scrutinized, even reconfigured” (p. 119). A critical
service-learning pedagogy not only acknowledges the imbalance of power in the service
relationship, but seeks to challenge the imbalance and redistribute power through the
ways that service-learning experiences are both planned and implemented. “For servicelearning to avoid patronizing volunteerism that reinforces ‘charity’ (i.e., the
unidirectional flow from servers who ‘have’ to servees who ‘don’t’), everyone’s
perspective must be accounted for and eventually integrated into the service experience”
(Varlotta, 1997b, p. 38).
To incorporate everyone’s perspective, critical service-learning experiences are
planned so that all stakeholders have input in the process. In developing the servicelearning experience, stakeholders consider the complementary relationship between the
service activity, course content, agency needs, and student outcomes. The border
pedagogy that Hayes and Cuban (1997) advocate, may create the openness and
acceptance of “alternative knowledge” needed to create an inclusive service-learning
experience where stakeholders can share power and challenge traditional power
relationships.
Crossing borders of knowledge, and entering into “borderlands,” where
existing patterns of thought, relationship, and identity are called into
question and juxtaposed with alternative ways of knowing and being,
provides the opportunity for creative and oppositional reconstructions of
self, knowledge, and culture... (Hayes & Cuban, 1997, p. 75)
How power relationships are produced and reproduced should be constantly observed and
critiqued, with a consciousness geared towards reconfiguring power relationships to
dismantle current (and expected) hierarchies in traditional service practice. This may be
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accomplished by bringing community members into the service-learning classroom
through curriculum development or teaching roles, having faculty members engaged in
the service experience alongside students, or by “reversing” the service-learning structure
by having classes in the community and having the constituent group served utilizing the
resources of the campus (e.g., imagine operating a soup kitchen from a university dining
hall).
Developing Authentic Relationships
Developing genuine partnerships among educators and their students,
and people and organizations situated in “the community,” is critical to
the learning process and to working toward social justice...the
relationship should be considered as both a means to social justice and a
product of a more just society. (Koliba, O’Meara, & Seidel, 2000, p. 27)
Rosenberger (2000) notes, “much of the service learning literature shares a commitment
to building mutual relationships and to letting members of the community identify the
need. What is missing, however, is an approach for creating such relationships” (p. 37).
The focus on developing authentic relationships, relationships based on connection, is an
important element of a critical service-learning pedagogy. Critical service-learning
demands that we recognize the differences in service relationships, but as Collins (2000)
reminds us, “most relationships across difference are squarely rooted in relations of
domination and subordination, we have much less experience relating to people as
different but equal” (p. 459). We must instead learn to see our differences as “categories
of connection,” places from which to analyze power, build coalitions, and develop
empathy (Collins, 2000). Relationships based on connection, recognize and work with
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difference. Connection challenges the self-other binary emphasizing reciprocity and
interdependence. Common goals and shared understanding create mutuality, respect, and
trust leading to authenticity.
Reciprocity in the service-learning experience seeks to create an environment
where all learn from and teach one another (Kendall, 1990). This emphasizes a
collaborative relationship and seeks to involve all parties equally in the creation of
service-learning experiences (Rhoads, 1997). However, the service-learning relationship
is inherently complex because of the myriad roles the pedagogy requires of students and
community members. For students, this requires them to move between student and
teacher roles throughout the service experience (sometimes playing both roles
simultaneously). A student may be placed in a particular service experience for the skills
she can bring to the agency and asked to teach or train various community members
elements of that skill (e.g., a student working in a computer facility for a job training
program). At the same time, that student is expected to make observations, to analyze and
understand the systemic and institutional forces that make their service necessary in
today’s society. Community members, on the other hand, might be asked to move
between roles of student and teacher, supervisor and person in need. As a student, the
community member may be the person learning about computers from the service learner
at the job training program, and as the person in need, that community member may also
be (or feel) expected to show gratitude and appreciation for the service being provided.
As a supervisor, the community member may be in a position of providing direction to
the service learner, telling the individual (or several individuals) where to go, what to do,
and how to do specific tasks. As supervisors, community members are sometimes asked
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to provide orientation and job training, verify service hours, and meet with students to
give feedback and assessment about the students’ service. Finally, as a teacher, we ask
community members to be their most vulnerable. The service-learning experience asks
that community members teach us (and/or our students) what it means to be in their
particular circumstance (be it homeless, “at-risk”, elderly, or illiterate).
“In most service-learning situations, relationships are clearly based on difference:
I’m homeless; you’re not” (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002, p. 237). This position makes it
challenging to form a relationship based on connection, because the express purpose of
interaction is centered on the difference between the service-learning student and the
community served. Varlotta (1997b) cautions, “unless service-learners explicitly theorize
the complex relationships between and among servers and servees, one group is likely to
become subordinate to the other” (p. 18).
Similar to questioning the distribution of power, critical service-learning
experiences must also pay special attention to how relationships are developed and
maintained in the service experience. The challenge is to create these relationships in
ways that neither ignore the realities of social inequality in our society nor attempt to
artificially homogenize all people in the service-learning experience (Bickford &
Reynolds, 2002). Lori Varlotta (1997b) warns:
If students participating in a service-learning experience are instructed to
look constantly for the things that make them like the people they are
serving, then artificial homogenization is likely to result. While it is sure
to be the case that college students enrolled in service-learning courses
have something in common with servees, I believe it is dangerous,
condescending, and offensive to suggest that they can put themselves in
the place of a homeless person, a run-away teen, a battered woman, etc.
Is it possible after serving at these types of “safe-haven” shelters for
college students to understand what it is like to be homeless or
victimized by family violence? Though students might improve their
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understanding of homelessness, domestic violence, and teenage street
life especially if they reflect critically upon these social problems and
contextualize the specific situations at play, it is still unlikely, in my
opinion, to claim that service-learning allows them to “know” what it is
like to be homeless, abused, etc. (p. 80)
Students cannot enter the service experience with the false understanding that they are
“just like” the community served. In theorizing complex relationships, students must be
able to name the ways they are both like and unlike the individuals they work with in the
service setting, and further how those similarities and differences impact their
interactions at the service site and (should this chance meeting occur) away from the
service site. This is not to say, however, that students cannot build effective, authentic
relationships with community members based on connection. As Varlotta (1997b)
acknowledges, service learners may indeed have something in common with “those
served.” Students in service-learning experiences might use those commonalities to forge
relationships with community members, and over time, through the experience of sharing
their lives, authentic relationships may develop.
Some service-learning practitioners view dialogic engagement as critical to the
development of authentic relationships with community members (Jones & Hill, 2001;
Levinson, 1990; Pompa, 2002). Pompa (2002) sees dialogic engagement as both verbal
exchange and as the experience of “being together.” Levinson (1990) explains:
Engagement implies intensity...Programs that engage students demand
not only that students use their hearts (e.g., sympathize or empathize
with clients); they also insist that students understand intellectually the
“broad social dynamics” underlying the situations of the people they
serve (the plight of the elderly, causes of poverty, racism, etc.).
Engagement programs require more commitment from their students
than just fulfilling the required number of hours, (p. 69, emphasis in
original)
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This mandate from Levinson (1990) further clarifies the interlocking elements of a
critical service-learning pedagogy. Authentic relationships demand attention to social
change and an understanding of the root causes of social problems. Authentic
relationships also demand an analysis of power and a reconfiguring of power in the
service relationship. Joby Taylor (2002) and Lori Varlotta (1997b) might also argue that
authentic relationships demand a new metaphor for service, one that replaces our notions
of service with notions of community in which all people understand and embrace our
connectedness and interdependence. Remen (2000) might agree with this approach as she
defines service as “belonging.” She sees service as “a relationship between equals,” or “a
relationship between people who bring the full resources of their combined humanity to
the table and share them generously” (Remen, 2000, p. 198). A critical service-learning
approach asks everyone to approach the service-learning relationship with authenticity. In
this approach, we would develop a shared agenda, acknowledge the power relations
implicit in our interactions, and recognize the complexity of identity, understanding that
our relationship within the service-learning context is further complicated by societal
expectations.1
Service-learning, Robert Rhoads (1997) contends, is an experience “that brings
students into a direct and significant relationship with others, and thus challenges
students to consider a variety of significant issues about the self, such as a code to live
by” (p. 36). The service experience forged with authentic relationships with community
members, challenges students to confront stereotypes and generalizations and leads to the
development of a more caring self (Rhoads, 1997). Through this relationship, service-

1 1 am grateful to Dr. Seth Pollack for helping me to think through the dimensions of authenticity crucial to
relationship building in a critical service-learning pedagogy.
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learning practitioners hope that students will feel compelled to pursue further action on
the issues that they encounter in the service experience. At the same time, however,
Bickford and Reynolds (2002) remind us, “Avoiding superficial encounters begins with
the recognition, already in place among service-learning advocates, that one assignment,
one semester, is not enough” (p. 234). Authentic relationships also depend on a
commitment to one another that extends beyond the last day of class.
Structural and Logistical Boundaries of a Critical Service-Learning Approach
In this review of a critical service-learning pedagogy, I have indicated that
attention to social change, questioning the distribution of power, and developing
authentic relationships are essential to this practice (see Figure 1). This is a conscious and
deliberate shift from the traditional service-learning approach. So, what does a critical
service-learning experience look like in practice? I argue that the approach necessitates
five important ingredients: (a) preparation for the service experience that includes
information about effectively and respectfully entering the service experience and
information about the community and population of the service site; (b) prolonged
engagement in a meaningful service experience that affords the opportunity to consider
the service in the context of the community served and of larger social issues; (c) shared
power in the service-learning relationship demonstrated in the classroom and in the
community; (d) readings that bring attention to social justice and concepts like power,
privilege, and oppression; and (e) intentional analysis of community issues with attention
to social change. These ingredients do not work alone, but in collaboration with
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thoughtful and critical reflection on the service-learning experience. To actualize these
five ingredients in a service-learning experience takes intentionality and time from those
involved in the planning and implementation.
Figure 1. Traditional Service-Learning Approach vs. Critical Service-Learning Approach
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Preparation for the service experience includes an orientation to the service site
and to the community. In my experience, students involved in service-learning have
either not had the opportunity or taken the time to explore the communities that surround
the college or university campus. It is important to provide that opportunity for students,
to give them a chance to learn about and understand the community in which they will be
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working as a service-learner. This is also true for the service site. We do the students and
the service agency a disservice by asking students to show up for service with little to no
information about the mission and work of that agency. Critical service-learning
programs provide site visits and invite community members into the classroom to talk
about the community and the work of various agencies. Demographics of the surrounding
community, insights into important community issues and assets are tremendously
important to a critical service-learning program. When a student enters her service
agency, she should be fully aware of the agency’s importance to the community and what
their responsibility to the agency will be.
By prolonged engagement in service, I mean a service opportunity that is
ongoing, where students are regularly engaged and involved in the projects and work of
the service agency. I believe this service should be meaningful, providing the student
with work that captures their passion or interest and affording the agency necessary and
important contributions to its purpose. The agency should be able (and feel comfortable)
to depend on the student’s regular involvement at the service agency. In a critical servicelearning experience, this involvement would last the semester for a minimum of two
hours per week. Further, the opportunity to continue and expand their service work at the
agency should be available to the students. The skills and knowledge these students now
possess can continue to benefit the agency and also provide new service learners with a
student example to model their own work after. An expanding role with the service site
can also provide the student with more and greater skills that may assist them in applying
their academic discipline in service work or in developing passions or interest that lead to
career options or lifelong involvement in service.
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To demonstrate shared power in the classroom and community, I look to servicelearning experiences where the community partner has determined the need students in a
service-learning experience will address. This determination, however, is leveled with an
understanding of the course content and the objectives of the class. Shared power in the
community means that no party feels taken advantage of in the service experience. In the
classroom, critical service-learning experiences look to knowledge from community
members, academic concepts, and the students themselves. These experiences recognize
that knowledge and understanding are developed in many different ways, and seek to
provide as many different types of activities as possible for learning to occur. Students
and community members may share facilitation of the class with faculty members or be
able to provide input into the construction of the syllabus or the concepts addressed in the
classroom as examples of shared power.
The readings and concepts covered in a critical service-learning classroom should
bring attention to issues of social justice and concepts like power, privilege, and
oppression. Service, is a notion that is steeped in issues of identity and power and those
issues must be wrestled with in order for students to be effective in their service work. A
critical service-learning program is intentional in its attention to social change and its aim
towards a more just and caring society, part of that intentionality is demonstrated in the
concepts with which we engage students both in conversation and in personal reflection
(through reading and writing).
Finally, I argue that a critical service-learning approach must involve students in
an intentional analysis of community issues with attention to social change. A critical
service-learning approach requires that students be able to identify and understand the
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root causes of social problems. If after a full semester working in an afterschool program
a student cannot or does not identify the social issue(s) that creates the need for the
program, then the aims of this service-learning approach have not been met. Students
should be able to note the disappearance of art and music programs from public schools,
the high cost of childcare, violence, or the attrition rate of students of color as potential or
probable reasons why afterschool programs are needed. Further, that student should be
familiar with community assets and resources to understand what strategies have been
employed by the community to address these issues and to begin to think ahead about
potential actions the community and agency might take to address community needs.
These structural and logistical boundaries of a critical service-learning pedagogy
that I have proposed seek to create guidelines that others might use to develop a critical
service-learning experience. I also believe that these boundaries create the needed
structures to distinguish critical service-learning programs from more traditional service
programs. When these five ingredients are utilized to develop a service-learning
experience, the program’s efforts to bring attention to social change, question the
distribution of power, and develop authentic relationships (as distinctive factors of the
critical service-learning approach) are seamless in the delivery of curriculum.
Conclusion
Pompa (2002) summarizes the critical service-learning approach as “becoming
conscientious of and able to critique social systems, motivating participants to analyze
what they experience, while inspiring them to take action and make change” (p. 75).
Critical service-learning advocates see the potential to transform generations and
ultimately society through carefully implemented service-learning experiences. Joby

34

Taylor (2002) believes that “the experience of social inequalities and crossings of the
very borders that sustain and reproduce them [through the service-learning experience],
facilitates musings on alternative worlds; on utopias, not as practical realities, but as
visions propelling social change” (p. 53). Marullo (1999) goes further, predicting that a
critical service-learning pedagogy will produce future activists and leaders committed to
social justice.
While the intentionality of a critical service-learning approach may be difficult to
implement within the borders of institutions and a society that has not come close to the
vision this pedagogy attempts to live out in practice, the promise of this approach and the
ethical obligations of the pedagogy should be the next direction of service-learning
programs. Critical service-learning requires a reconfiguring of the typical servicelearning approach (see Figure 1). From developing experiences with greater attention to
equality and shared power between all participants in the service experience to
challenging students to analyze the interplay of power, privilege, and oppression as it
impacts their service placement and experience in that placement, a critical servicelearning pedagogy demands that the status quo is questioned and problematized
throughout the experience.
Cognitive Development
A critical service-learning pedagogy is believed to positively impact students’
cognitive skills through critical and conscious reflection on the experiences of service in
the community (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Eyler & Giles, 1999). Research
in service-learning has shown that participation in service-learning experiences impacts
cognitive development including a more complex understanding of concepts, more
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advanced complexity in problem analysis, and more developed critical thinking skills
(Batchelder & Root, 1994; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Osborne, Hammerich, & Hensley, 1998).
Marullo (1999) contends, “Students’ cognitive skills are enhanced through the problem¬
solving and social interaction dynamics they face in the course of undertaking their
community service work” (p. 12). Theories of cognitive development are employed to
provide insight into the processes of understanding concepts and experiences utilized by
college students. Cognitive development theories describe the “process of change,
concentrating on the cognitive structures individuals construct in order to give meaning to
their worlds” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 27). How college students “think, reason,
and make meaning of their experiences” is the focus of most theorizing on cognitive
development” (Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito, 1998, p. 124).
Theories of cognitive development build upon the work of Jean Piaget, a Swiss
psychologist, whose research aimed “to better understand the nature and origins of
knowledge” (Popp & Portnow, 2001, p.47). These theories imply a systematic process of
growth that inevitably leads to more complex thinking and a more visible integration of
behavior and values. Popp and Portnow (2001) visualize this process as a continuum in
which ways of analyzing and interpreting a situation become developmentally distinct as
one’s approaches to reasoning advances. As a person develops, the structures employed
to make meaning change and expand. Lori Varlotta (1997b) describes how meaning
making processes are impacted through the service-learning experience:
In service-learning, ways of knowing are connected to ways of building
educational communities. Instead of separating students and faculty from
the wider community by demarcating boundaries that divide the “world
out there” from the “school in here,” service-learning blurs the boundaries
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of its learning communities. By utilizing relational epistemologies,
service-learners transform the closed academic community, with its
ascribed members, internally prescribed values, and persistent truths, to a
more inclusive one. (p. 36)
Through the service-learning experiences, Varlotta (1997b) argues, the cognitive
processes that guide students’ thinking changes or evolves to include perspectives
encountered through the service experience and reflected upon in the classroom. Marshall
(1997) describes this process as accommodation, “changing and expanding structures to
meet new input demands” (p. 108). This ability to incorporate formerly “outsider”
perspectives into one’s own understanding and to be able to utilize that knowledge in
analyzing some of the larger questions a critical service-learning approach requires
demonstrates enhanced cognitive skills. Popp and Portnow (2001) contend, “Cognitive
development.. .is the result of the person’s engagement with the environment in which
the person actively organizes and interprets information” (p. 47). Through critical
service-learning programs, students are being challenged to utilize their community
service experiences to construct and reconstruct knowledge about social issues and
concerns.
In this research, I am most interested in cognitive theories labeled “meaning
making” and “sensemaking.” This dissertation study seeks to understand how students
come to understand the concept of social justice through the service-learning experience.
Investigating the cognitive processes of sensemaking and meaning making allow insight
into both what students learn about social justice through the opportunity to critically and
systematically reflect on that experience, and how they process and manage the
information in order to reach that understanding. Whereas meaning making and
sensemaking theories in cognitive development attempt to explain the processes of
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knowledge transformation as it is continuously shaped and reshaped, these theories seem
to best represent what this study attempts to unpack. This section will review properties
of meaning making and sensemaking as cognitive theories to understand their
applicability to this research.
Meaning Making
Kegan’s (1994) theory of meaning making is based on the belief that individuals
construct their own realities. The function of individuals is to make meaning of and from
their experiences, and this process continues throughout one’s lifetime (Kegan, 1994).
The theory explains how meaning is constructed across cognitive, affective, and moral
dimensions recognizing the intellectual, emotional, and relational aspects of meaning
construction (Marshall, 1997). In Kegan’s theory, cognitive development is “an evolution
of meaning-making activity” (Marshall, 1997, p. 109). How an individual understands
herself or others at a given point in time will correlate directly with how she will
understand or make meaning of an experience (Ignelzi, 2000). Human development is a
“dance” between increasing autonomy and increasing one’s ability to relate responsibly
(Hess, 1996). As an individual develops, “they achieve increasingly more expansive,
open, inclusive, understandings of themselves and the world” (Marshall, 1997, p. 109).
Because Kegan (1994) sees cognitive development and the meaning making
process as a lifetime activity, he proposes different stages or “orders of consciousness”
that describe the evolution of meaning making process at different phases of
development. Kegan’s (1994) theory is linear, with each stage of development
representing a different time of life (from childhood to adolescence to adulthood)
(Ignelzi, 2000; Marshall, 1997; Popp & Portnow, 2001). Ignelzi (2000) writes, “As a
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person’s development proceeds between and through the orders, meaning-making
undergoes changes that affect the person’s view of the self, relations to others, and
understanding of the experience” (p. 7).
The orders of consciousness Kegan (1994) describes are labeled from 0 to 5 with
orders 0 through 2 representing birth through adolescence. The third, fourth and fifth
orders, are those usually attributed to college student and adult development (Ignelzi,
2000; Marshall, 1997; Popp & Portnow, 2001). Evolution from one order to the next is
considered gradual, as it takes time to integrate a new meaning system and let go of the
previous one (Kegan, 1994; Popp & Portnow, 2001). There is no maximum time limit on
transformation between orders; however, movement from one phase to another does not
appear to be possible in less than a year’s time (Popp & Portnow, 2001). This section will
review the third and fourth orders of consciousness, which Kegan (1994) considers
attainable between late adolescence and adulthood.
Popp and Portnow (2001) view the third order of consciousness as a “socializing
way of knowing.” The socializing characterization derives from people in the third order
of consciousness utilizing relationships to derive meaning (Kegan, 1994; Marshall,
1997). Meaning making in this order is “co-constructed” with other people and sources.
“The individual’s sense of self is based on a fusion of others’ expectations, theories, and
ideas, and those expectations become integrated into how one thinks about oneself’
(Ignelzi, 2000, pp. 7-8, emphasis in original). An individual at this level of meaning
making is skilled at integrating thoughts and perspectives of others to communicate them
as her own. “When an order 3 meaning-maker shares what she or he thinks, believes, or
feels another (person or source) is always implicated” (Ignelzi, 2000, p. 8). The
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socializing way of meaning is based on connection and relationship. How and what an
individual understands is based on the environment around her, both the people and
resources she values. Meaning making processes at this developmental level are finding a
sense of belonging with others (Popp & Portnow, 2001). A challenge for people in the
third order of consciousness would be to communicate their own ideas and values
independently. Marshall (1997) believes that the university environment provides the
opportunity for students that may lead to development toward a fourth order
consciousness. It requires a process of self-discovery wherein ideas and values can be
expressed and acquired amidst the sometimes “conflicting voices of one’s reference
groups” (Marshall, 1997, p. 110). Ignelzi (2000) recommends that we stand by students
as they transition between third and fourth order consciousness. This transition will
involve “remaking how one constructs knowledge, one’s own identity, and one’s
relationship with others” (Baxter Magolda, 2000, p. 97).
A fourth order of consciousness meaning maker has the capacity to take
responsibility for and independently articulate a position. This system of meaning making
is characterized by “self-authorship” (Ignelzi, 2000; Marshall, 1997; Popp & Portnow,
2001), meaning “the self can internalize multiple points of view, reflect on them, and
construct them into one’s own theory about oneself and one’s experience” (Ignelzi, 2000,
p. 8). Kegan (1994) contends that an individual at this level of cognitive development can
differentiate between parts of herself and parts of others as well as hold conflicting
viewpoints or opinions at the same time. Baxter Magolda (2000) suggests that respect for
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the student’s experience supports the journey to self-authorship. We must acknowledge
the “struggle” students engage in when they accept responsibility for their choices,
beliefs, and identity (Baxter Magolda, 2000).
A fourth order meaning maker might articulate attraction to many ways of
knowing or particular aspects of theory that resonate with her. “The way she thinks about
and uses these theories is highly personalized based largely on her own values and
experiences” (Ignelzi, 2000, p. 9). This order reflects a more complex way of meaning
making that is more inclusive allowing multiple perspectives and ideas to influence, but
not determine, how she understands herself and her experiences. Relationships remain
important, but differences or contradictory views from others are expected because
autonomy and individuality (of self and others) are recognized (Kegan, 1994; Popp &
Portnow, 2001). These differences in perspective or opinion are valued “as opportunities
for growth and creativity” (Popp & Portnow, 2001, p. 57). The self-authorship order
assumes a reliance on your own authority that Popp and Portnow (2001) present as such:
I am my own authority on my values and standards and goals, and
especially on what I know, what I need to know, and what I don’t know,
and can choose to consult with others to enhance my own authority, (p.
57)
Kegan asserts that the move from the third to fourth order consciousness is the
“major developmental move in adulthood” (as cited in Scharmer, 2000, p. 13). Fifth order
consciousness, which Kegan (1994) labels “interindividual,” is believed to be achieved
by less than 10% of the population and is considered by Kegan to be beyond the
developmental capacity of higher education. This order of consciousness is characterized
by an ability to work through and within contradiction and ambiguity, seeing both as
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“rich resources” (Hess, 1996; Marshall, 1997). If someone is capable of moving beyond
fourth order consciousness, it is “very rare to see anything like that before people are in
their forties or older” (Kegan as cited in Scharmer, 2000, p. 14).
The value of Kegan’s (1994) theory to a critical service-learning pedagogy is the
acknowledgement of development as a process of interaction and reflection. Popp and
Portnow (2001) offer, “Development does not happen in a vacuum. Development
happens in the context of the ongoing interaction between the person and his or her
environment” (p. 51). Meaning is constructed from our experience within the context of
and in relation to our social-cultural, physical, and psychological environments (Kegan,
1994). To adequately support human development, Kegan (1994) argues, an environment
must provide confirmation, contradiction, and continuity.
Confirmation describes how well the environment matches your expectations in
your particular order of meaning construction. Hess (1996) explains:
If you believe the world is basically a good place, and you can survive
well in it if you work hard and follow certain rules—yet the environment
you are in is violently dangerous to your health, and follows no
perceptible “rules,”—then your meaning frame is not “confirmed” by your
environment. Either your frame changes, or your world swallows you up.
(P 9)
Contradiction describes the challenges one encounters that causes individuals to question
their meaning making process. These challenges can and often do arise spontaneously, or
they can be deliberately created. Through a critical service-learning pedagogy,
contradiction is consciously created for students, by challenging students to test their
frames for meaning construction against the reality of current U.S. society. Hess (1996)
argues that without the third element of continuity, the challenges posed to students can
be traumatizing. Continuity describes the process of integrating new frames of
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understanding into one’s meaning making process. It is a process “that allows them to
make sense of their previous experiences and beliefs, while at the same time meeting the
challenges presented to them appropriately and authentically” (Hess, 1996, p. 10). Kegan
(1994) asserts that most people’s meaning making processes are in contradiction with the
demands of our society, so contradiction will frequently be met in students’ day to day
interactions.
Hess (1996) reminds us:
How we negotiate such crises has everything to do with how supportive of
growth our environment is. When it poses difficult contradictions to our
meaning frames, does it also provide a curriculum that helps us adequately
meet and incorporate those challenges? (p. 9)
A critical service-learning pedagogy must provide the space and opportunities to support
students’ development in the midst of the contradictions it introduces. Questioning if and
how a critical service-learning pedagogy balances the elements of confirmation,
contradiction, and continuity to cultivate a more inclusive and integrated order of
consciousness for its students, will be essential to understanding how students make
connections between their service-learning experiences and the social justice content of
the curriculum.
.

Sensemaking

2

Sensemaking is a conceptual approach designed to understand the active and
intellectual processes “that permit and explore the movement from confusion to clarity”
(Glynn, 1997, p. 1). Weick (1995), in his sensemaking theory describes how we actively
attempt to understand the world around us. Following Kegan’s (1994) approach to
meaning making, Weick (1995) agrees that individuals construct their realities. “People
21 am grateful to Dr. Kerry Ann O’Meara for referring me to the sensemaking literature as a way to explore
the development of students’ conceptions of social justice through service-learning.
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make sense of things by seeing a world on which they have already imposed what they
believe” (Weick, 1995, p. 15). Thus, Weick (1995) differentiates sensemaking by
viewing it as a process of invention. Sensemaking theorists assert that knowledge is a
product of social action (Glynn, 1997; Weick, 1995). Sensemaking allows us to
understand how individuals and groups create meaning and build context around complex
projects and concepts. It requires active and intellectual engagement combining
authorship and interpretation. In other words, “the process of sensemaking is intended to
include the construction and bracketing of textlike cues that are interpreted, as well as the
revision of those interpretations based on action and its consequences” (Weick, 1995, p.

8).
To differentiate sensemaking from other processes of distilling knowledge, Weick
(1995) encourages us to remember that the activity or process is foregrounded rather than
the product. The theory describes “the ways people generate what they interpret” (Weick,
1995, p. 13); how they got there, not just what is understood. Sensemaking is a reflexive
process with no ending or beginning, it is ongoing and constantly changing as the
environments and situations we attempt to make sense of also change.
Weick (1995) offers a set of properties to articulate the concept of sensemaking
and to provide the tools necessary to understand this process. “None of the properties can
be thought of as stand-alone elements of sensemaking, indeed each is dependent on the
other” (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000, p. 2). Weick (1995) seeks to distinguish sensemaking
from other explanatory processes (e.g., understanding, interpretation, and attribution), by
presenting seven properties that “suggest what sensemaking is, how it works, and where
it can fail” (p. 18). Through these properties, he establishes sensemaking “as a process
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that is: (1) Grounded in identity construction; (2) Retrospective; (3) Enactive of sensible
environments; (4) Social; (5) Ongoing; (6) Focused on and by extracted cues; (7) Driven
by plausibility rather than accuracy” (Weick, 1995, p. 17).
Weick (1995) asserts that sensemaking is grounded in identity construction,
believing that how one defines oneself in turn determines how an object will be defined.
“Identities are constituted out of the process of interaction. To shift among interactions is
to shift among definitions of the self. Thus the sensemaker is himself or herself an
ongoing puzzle undergoing continual redefinition” (Weick, 1995, p. 20). As the self
becomes redefined, how one makes sense of concepts, situations, or objects will change
accordingly. In this way, sensemaking is self-referential, suggesting that “the self’ may
be the point of reference from which situations are interpreted. Weick (1995) explains:
What the situation will have meant to me is dictated by the identity I
adopt in dealing with it. And that choice, in turn, is defined by who I
become while dealing with it or what and who I represent. I derive cues
as to what the situation means from the self that feels most appropriate
to deal with it, and much less from what is going on out there, (p. 24)
Sensemaking is retrospective, being that individuals act and then make sense of
those actions (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000). Through the act of reflection, we bring
attention to our actions or experience, and then make sense of what has occurred. The
retrospective aspect of sensemaking may be the most “distinguishing” characteristic of
the seven properties (Weick, 1995). Helms Mills and Mills (2000) contend that
retrospection “is not simply about reacting to past events but is very much influenced by
what is occurring at the time” (p. 4). Through retrospective sensemaking, many possible
meanings may derive as different interpretations of the same event occur through
reflection on the experience. Helms Mills and Mills (2000) caution that retrospective
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sensemaking should be constantly questioned, because the process can be used to justify
past events. Should those justifications not be questioned or challenged, practices may
come to be seen as “the way things are around here,” perpetuating unequal and unjust
circumstances as what makes sense in this environment (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000, p.
5).
When Weick (1995) posits sensemaking as enactive of sensible environments, the
author is referring to an individual’s role in the social construction of reality. Each of us
has a role in creating the environments we experience. Through our daily actions and
inactions, we “create the materials that become the constraints and opportunities” we face
(Weick, 1995, p. 31). Action in the context of enactment, however, is not solely about
observable behavior. Action can be “inhibited, abandoned, checked, or redirected, as well
as expressed” and still produce meaning (Weick, 1995, p. 37). Whereas identity and
retrospect describe the processes of sensing, enactment, in this case, is used to explain the
action of making sense. Helms Mills and Mills (2000) clarify:
As people act they think about their action and, in the process, make
sense of it. In particular through their actions and sense of those actions
people select (or “bracket’) elements to focus on. By focussing [sic] on
some elements to the exclusion of others a sense of the event is retained
and sense is made of it. (p. 5)
To what elements attention is given says a lot about how sense will be made of a
particular circumstance. In a service-learning approach, for example, if focus is placed on
the experience of students to the exclusion of community members, the opportunity to
question the circumstances that create the need for service will not arise. Instead, students
might sense the community as a laboratory or training ground for their own improvement.
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Simply, Weick (1995) asserts through the property of enactment as built into
sensemaking, “I create the object to be seen and inspected when I say or do something”
(P- 61).
Both sensemaking and meaning making are deemed social activities (Kegan,
1994; Weick, 1995), as the process of creating meaning is based in our interactions with
others. While Kegan’s (1994) third order consciousness describes how our meaning
making processes are intertwined in our relationships with others, sensemaking contends:
we make sense for ourselves, drawing upon a common language and
everyday social interaction (i.e., our individual thoughts are social in the
language we use and the actions we engage in); and we make sense for
others. Part of the sensemaking process involves sharing ideas with
others, influencing how they make sense of events. In other words, my
expression of a sense of a situation is in part the outcome of how I see
the situation and in part an outcome of how I want my expression to be
received. (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000, p. 3)
My ability to make sense of a concept or action relies on the language, symbols, and
conduct of those around me. Actions are determined “by who socialized me and how I
was socialized, as well as by the audience I anticipate will audit the conclusions I reach”
(Weick, 1995, p. 62). How interactions have been previously scripted provides some
sense as to how an individual should make sense of a given circumstance (Helms Mills &
Mills, 2000). Even internal sensemaking processes are based on assumptions of what we
perceive may be expected of us (Weick, 1995). The social aspect of sensemaking, then,
recognizes the entanglement of both social and cognitive processes (Weick, 1995).
Weick (1995) acknowledges “sensemaking is ongoing and neither starts fresh nor
stops cleanly” (p. 49), we are constantly in the process of making sense of complex
situations. While we recognize that “people are always in the middle of things,” what
Weick’s (1995) theory attempts to unpack is how “interruptions” to those processes
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enhance sensemaking (p. 43). Without interruptions to the ongoing flow of activity
(similar to Kegan’s notion of contradiction), there is no opportunity for reflection or
retrospective sensemaking. We depend on these interruptions, which often appear as
emotional responses, to create the space needed to pay attention and “initiate appropriate
action” (Weick, 1995, p. 45). Sensemaking, then, becomes “infused with feeling” and
provides the impetus to both challenge and change ongoing sensemaking practices
(Helms Mills & Mills, 2000; Weick, 1995). The potential to disrupt sensemaking
processes and restructure processes to create meaning in turn challenges beliefs and value
systems which transforms action and interpretation (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000).
“Sensemaking tends to be swift, which means we are more likely to see products
than process. To counteract this we.. .need to pay close attention to ways people notice,
extract cues, and embellish that which they extract” (Weick, 1995, p. 49). Weick (1995)
maintains that sensemaking is a process focused on and by extracted cues, meaning that
what is selected or embellished becomes the point of reference or structure most salient
for constructing meaning. “Cues are linked to a broader context of ideas and actions
which affect not only what is extracted as a cue but how that cue is interpreted” (Helms
Mills & Mills, 2000, p. 4). Those who have the power to extract cues and determine the
focus of sensemaking can determine the direction of an organization since these cues
have the capacity to evoke action (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000; Weick, 1995). This is an
important property in the application of sensemaking to a critical service-learning
pedagogy, because it brings attention to the power of the instructor as the shaper of the
curriculum (or person who extracts and embellishes cues) in determining what factors or
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elements become salient for taking action. In determining outcomes or cues, instructors
create the stimulus that determines reflection and may lead to identity enhancement
(Weick, 1995).
“Plausibility is a feeling that something makes sense, feels right, is somehow
sensible, fits with what you know” (Helms Mills & Mills, 2000, p. 5, emphasis in
original). As a final property of sensemaking, Weick (1995) offers that it is a process
driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. Instead of striving for accuracy, Weick (1995)
suggests that developing enough understanding to create certainty is suitable for this
process. Helms Mills and Mills (2000) note:
People act as if there is the possibility of correct or accurate information,
as if there is a truth to be discovered. Yet, in most things, people make
decisions based on incomplete (sometimes inaccurate, sometimes
conflicting) information that they nonetheless feel certain enough about to
act. (p. 5)
In order to make sense of something, individuals must “distort and filter,” or find ways to
organize, prioritize, and manage the information they are given. “It is certainly not
news...that multiple meanings abound and that ‘texts’ can be read in more ways than
were intended, to the point where meanings become interchangeable and power
privileges some meanings over others” (Weick, 1995, p. 38). Rather than rely on
accuracy, to make the “right” decision, sensemaking explores “the filters people invoke,
why they invoke them, and what those filters include and exclude” (Weick, 1995, p. 57).
This process gives more insight into how a concept is made sensible and how the sense
made influences the action taken. It provides the opportunity for retrospection, which can
be an impetus for identity enhancement.
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Sensemaking should not be understood as a developmental theory, but instead as
one of cognitive process. The distinction is that a developmental theory describes a
progression, while sensemaking does not purport any movement or advance in thought
processes. I include sensemaking as a theory of cognitive development, however, because
its properties reflect a sense that the process (when the seven properties are consciously
invoked) in itself is transformative. Like Kegan’s (1994) theory of meaning making,
Weick (1995) describes a process through sensemaking in which the self is enhanced by
an ability to organize and manage information to construct meaning of a particular
experience.
The seven properties of sensemaking are reflected in a critical service-learning
pedagogy. The property of identity construction/enhancement described in Weick’s
(1995) sensemaking theory may be seen as self-awareness or development in the servicelearning context, while retrospect and reflection are interchangeable. Enactment, when
understood as action, is fundamental to the service-learning experience. It defines both
the aspect of entering community and providing/supporting service and the hope that the
service-learning experience might encourage further action by its participants. Servicelearning is also a social process requiring interaction and engagement in both the
community and classroom components of the experience. Bickford and Reynolds (2002)
remind us that the single semester commitments of most service-learning experiences are
not enough to enact real change, so the service-learning experience is not “ongoing” as
sensemaking processes are understood. However, a critical service-learning pedagogy
seeks to provide learning opportunities that interrupt and contradict students’
preconceptions and experiences of the world they live in enacting the sensemaking
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process as Weick (1995) suggests. The instructor in the service-learning experience has
the opportunity to extract and embellish the cues that become the focus of the service
experience.
I have suggested that bringing attention to social change in a critical servicelearning approach may encourage the focus needed to bring saliency to the injustice
experienced by marginalized communities. At the same time, service-learning instructors
will also need to prepare themselves to support students through their emotional
responses that encourage shifts in the sensemaking process. The contradictions and
challenges encouraged by a critical service-learning approach may elicit emotional
responses that trigger needed change. Finally, plausibility brings light to the multiple
truths of all participants in the service-learning process. Instead of striving for accuracy, a
critical service-learning approach asks students and instructors to be more intentional
about understanding their own process and how they make sense of service-learning’s
communities. Being able to articulate these processes create opportunities for
retrospective sensemaking and may lead to greater self-awareness.
Conclusion
Cognitive theories seek to bring light to the processes that students utilize to make
meaning of their experiences. Robert Kegan’s (1994) theory of meaning making and Karl
Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory provide two ways of understanding the processes for
constructing meaning as well as how the self can be enhanced through the process.
Through this dissertation research, I am interested in understanding how students come to
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understand social justice through the service-learning experience. Meaning making and
sensemaking as cognitive processes provide interesting lenses through which to explore
the experiences of students in service-learning.
Koliba et al. (2000) stress:
In order for reflection on experience in community settings to enhance
social justice, students need to develop skills to analyze society and their
experiences in economic, political, and structural terms. They need
support to move beyond their personal and immediate experiences to see
how their experience was shaped by larger social and historical forces.
(p. 28)
If service-learning is to be an educational practice aimed at social justice, cognitive
development must be a focus of the pedagogy. A critical service-learning pedagogy,
when informed by theories of meaning making and sensemaking can enact cues that
bring focus to issues of justice, incorporate contradictions or interruptions that signal
opportunities for shifts in meaning making processes, and create structures that allow for
reflection on the experience. Further, by nurturing students in their meaning making
processes, instructors offer continuity and provide students with time and support to
integrate the new experiences and perspectives encountered through service-learning into
a more inclusive process of sensemaking. It is through careful attention to both the
process and product of meaning construction that service-learning practitioners can assess
the effectiveness of a critical service-learning pedagogy in preparing students with the
analytical skills needed to be advocates for social justice.
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Social Justice Theory
I have defined critical service-learning as a pedagogy and philosophy of
community service linked with learning goals connected to aims and ideals of social
change and social justice. Kendall (1990) stresses social justice as an “essential
component of service-learning” (p. 24). As this research seeks to understand how
students make meaning of and develop commitments to social justice through their
service-learning praxis, it is important to understand what is meant by social justice.
Social justice theory will support this research as a lens. It will serve as a framework to
contextualize service-learning students’ understandings and commitments.
Because service-learning practice is so frequently posed as a pedagogy that aims
to move toward a more just society, many service-learning theorists present their own
definitions of social justice in the service-learning literature. Warren (1998) defines social
justice as “intentional steps that move society in the direction of equality, support for
diversity, economic justice, participatory democracy, environmental harmony, and
resolution of conflicts nonviolently” (p. 134). While another service-learning theorist
contends, “A just society is one in which one would be content to live, and whose laws
and institutions one would be willing to embrace, no matter what segment of society one
occupied or what disadvantages one suffered” (Foos, 1998, p. 16). These two definitions
of social justice demonstrate how diverse understandings of this concept can be. Whether
defined as paths to an ideal society (as Warren offers) or an end result that Foos presents,
our understanding of social justice is a philosophized notion of what could be or how
things should be. It is a creation of imagination that becomes concretized through the
articulation of possibilities to attaining social justice.
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The recognition of the stratification of people across social and economic lines, as
well as hope and possibility that something more and better is attainable generates much
of the theory on social justice. While our understanding of social justice continues to
evolve in theory and practice as the world and circumstances change, relationships and
community (the notion of connection to others in society) remains central to social justice
theorizing in Western political thought. Social justice is a concept centered in our
relationships to one another. It is a concept that forces us to compare and contrast our
existence and experience in society to that of another. That which we identify as unjust or
in need of justice is most often based in an understanding of “better” life options
available to some. The differences (and almost inevitably the inequality) uncovered
become the central text for our theory. Social justice theory asks, what must occur in
order for the circumstances to be different from how they are now? Unfortunately, it is
not a simple answer. It is a question with many potential answers that have been
articulated by philosophers and political theorists for centuries. In this section, I look to
contemporary theorists (specifically Western philosophers from 1971 to the present) to
understand more recent conceptions of social justice and to better understand the
conceptualizations of social justice in the U.S.
Theorizing on social justice has been categorized by tradition (Fraser, 1997;
Wendorf, Alexander, & Firestone, 2002). Following a review of the literature, I have
divided contemporary social justice theory into three paradigms: (re)distribution,
recognition, and procedural. These paradigms are centrally the theorists’ notion for how
social justice will (or can) be attained. They are organized according to these notions,
with the theorists’ requirements for people and institutions determining where in the
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traditions the theory fits. In this section, I review each of the paradigms and the major
constructs of the chief theorists in each of these areas. The questions guiding this review
are: How is social justice defined or understood? What are the key arguments to support
this view of justice? How is social justice codified (or what are the constructs of justice)
under this theoretical paradigm? Following the review of the theoretical paradigms in
social justice theory, the conclusion looks at how these theoretical conceptions might
intersect and overlap to guide action towards a just society and how service-learning
might utilize these theoretical constructs to guide practice.
(Re)distribution
The first paradigm of social justice theory in Western philosophy is the
distributive paradigm (Young, 1990). The concept of (re)distribution, allocating
resources, benefits, and advantages in a method deemed fair or just, is the dominant form
of theorizing social justice. Resources, in this paradigm, are primarily material, but access
to resources that lead to material wealth (e.g., education) are sometimes included. In
many theories, social and distributive justice are terms used interchangeably to indicate
that they are indeed the same concept (Barry, 1980, 1989; Hayek, 1976; Mill, 2000;
Miller, 1976, 1999). In the distributive paradigm, social justice is almost always theorized
as solely an aspect of economic or material position in society. The role of social justice
in the distributive paradigm is to correct the injustice (seen as the inequality that results
from material inequity) by redistributing the resources, benefits, and advantages in a
manner that would “fix” the prevailing system of stratification.
The terms of redistribution may vary, and the circumstances for theorizing
redistribution are often abstract and hypothetical. Rawls (1971/1999), for example, makes

55

certain to inform readers that his distributive theory is hypothetical and only applicable in
democratic nation-states. Barry (1980) critiques the distributive paradigm, questioning all
of the theories concocted in the hypothetical. Social justice theories cannot rely on actual
examples (societies where there is justice) to demonstrate the value of redistribution.
Distributive theorizing has the tendency to feel isolating or ignorant of the
experiences of people, the realities of culture and social groups (Barry, 1980; Fraser,
1997; Okin, 1989; Young, 1990). This paradigm requires a centering of socioeconomic
class (Fraser, 1997; Young, 1990). Because distributive justice is focused on the
allocation of goods and resources for economic opportunity, wealth becomes central to
the understanding of justice advanced in this paradigm. Socioeconomic equality is
paramount and our moral responsibility under redistribution is to institute structural
change that would allow for fair access and opportunity to the material wealth, jobs, and
resources available in society. Social justice “entails a right to the basic opportunities
necessary for the satisfaction of one's basic needs" (Sterba, 1995, p. 11). Distributive
theories of justice do not only hold that we center our understanding of injustice and
inequality on the stratification of social classes, but that all other terms of injustice can be
collapsed and somehow understood as concerns of distribution (Young, 1990). John
Rawls (1971/1999) offers “self-respect” as a good to be distributed under his theory of
justice, as if self-respect can somehow be controlled or monitored in a way to be
allocated. Theories of justice centered in distribution require color-blind, gender-neutral,
societies blind to sociocultural difference in order to attain justice, because the
redistribution of material wealth and resources is seen as the solution to conditions of
injustice (Fraser, 1997; Okin, 1989; Sterba, 1995; Young, 1990). Miller (1999) looks to
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distributive justice not only to resolve class inequalities, but to address issues of injustice
on account of race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. The categories where injustice is
found (e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation, ability, religion, first language, etc.) are
viewed in terms of the material inequality that results instead of considering the other
ways in which these groups might experience injustice (Fraser, 1997; Miller, 1999).
Under the distributive paradigm, most often the principles for attaining social
justice are applied universally to all people in society. Although in most theories, the
language of justice assumes recipients are white, male, and heterosexual. Barry (1980),
Butler (1997), Fraser (1997), Okin (1989), and Sterba (1995) critique these assumptions.
The assumptions in redistribution theories often fail to reverse the conditions of
stratification because they are developed with ideal visions of society in which the people
suffer no injustice outside of those controlled in political-economic contexts (Barry,
1989; Fraser, 1997; Hayek, 1976). Conditions of power and authority are given no weight
in distributive theories because they are not considered relevant to understanding social
justice (Miller, 1976). Distributive theorists, particularly Miller (1976, 1999) and Barry
(1989) do not question the possibilities of dominance inherent in redistribution. Who
controls the allocation of resources should be as important as who is receiving them. I
question the capacity for justice in a society where power and dominance are not
relevant; especially, given the importance of this concept to theories of justice in the
other paradigms presented in this paper. It is believed that providing “equal” application,
access and opportunity to the benefits and burdens of society will somehow result in an
outcome that will be received as fair or just. Too often, however, the stratification under
redistribution continues to widen without the considerations of power and authority.

57

Recognizing the widening gaps and the maintenance of socioeconomic class
stratification perpetuated under distributive theories of justice, John Rawls (1971/1999)
re-ignited theorizing on social justice by employing a twist to the universal applications
of social justice theory. “While the distribution of wealth and income need not be equal,
it must be to everyone's advantage, and at the same time, positions of authority and
responsibility must be accessible to all” (Rawls, 1971/1999, p. 53). In this way, social
justice does not require equality, but that all people benefit from the method in which
resources are distributed. In his “justice as fairness” theory, Rawls (1971/1999)
introduced the “difference principle” acknowledging that issues of social position and
sociocultural difference must be considered in distributive theories. He contends that
there must be equal distribution of all the “primary goods” (being material wealth and
resources, access to the resources of economic opportunity, and self-respect) unless an
unequal distribution of these goods would then benefit the least advantaged in society.
Thus the principle holds that in order to treat all persons equally, to
provide genuine equality of opportunity, society must give more attention
to those with fewer native assets and to those bom into the less favorable
social positions. The idea is to redress the bias of contingencies in the
direction of equality. (Rawls, 1971/1999, p. 86)
With the assertion of the difference principle, the conditions of social justice then also
changed. Rawls’s (1971/1999) principle acknowledged that conditions in society
privileged some above others and that society was responsible for changing those
structures of privilege. The goal could no longer be absolute equality, because justice as
fairness mandates inequality in the favor of the least advantaged (Miller, 1976). If goods
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are distributed using the difference principle, they will not be allocated equally. The
greatest portion will serve the least advantaged, meaning that others will receive
resources according to their comparable need.
Yet, some worry that the distributive paradigm and Rawls’s difference principle
puts too much emphasis on income and wealth and therefore leaves some social identity
groups behind that cannot attribute the inequity they experience to issues of economic
position (Butler, 1997; Nussbaum, 2001). Martha Nussbaum (2001) uses the example of
gays and lesbians in society to demonstrate her concern:
One might argue...that gays and lesbians in our own society, while not
the least well off with regard to income and wealth, are very badly off
with regard to the social bases of self-respect in that such fundamental
social institutions as the structure of marriage deny their equal worth.
But Rawls’s difference principle would not recognize them as a group in
need of special attention to remove the inequalities that they suffer, (p.
B9)
Critics of the difference principle are concerned that redistribution advantageous
to the least favored requires structural changes not only in access to the free market, but
to the outcome as well (Hayek, 1976). It is argued that conditions of good fortune or luck,
natural intelligence or upbringing, which all impact material position, cannot be
legislated or governed through distributive mechanisms of social justice (Hayek, 1976;
Miller, 1976). To further impede on individual liberty by claiming that people do not
deserve what they have earned because others have not earned as much creates more
injustice than the distributive properties enforced attempt to rectify (Hayek, 1976).
Hayek (1976), as a critic of social justice, believes that society should play a role
in assuring that all people have their basic needs met. “There is no reason why in a free
society government should not assure to all protection against severe deprivation in the
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form of an assured minimum income, or a floor below which nobody need to descend”
(Hayek, 1976, p. 87). Instead, he is concerned that the requirements of distributive justice
interrupt with the free market system; denying individuals the opportunity to develop
(and earn) at their full capacity. This interruption, Hayek (1976) claims, is not social
justice, but the attempts of those seeking to alleviate injustice at the expense of those
pursuing individual liberty.
Social justice in the distributive paradigm works to rectify conditions of
inequality by redressing and redistributing the material resources of and access to
economic opportunity in a given society. (Re)distribution requires a centering of the
economic concerns of injustice usually at the expense of the other ways injustice
manifests. While opportunities for economic wealth and participation are expanded, there
are no controls for or attempts to rectify the other conditions whereby people experience
injustice. (Re)distribution assumes that providing the financial means for life to all people
will meet the demands of justice.
Recognition
Social justice in the recognition paradigm seeks to remedy the injustice
experienced by members of various social groups because of difference or perceived
difference. Recognition theories of justice are based in a theory of oppression. To work
for social justice, then, is to work towards the elimination of oppression. “Oppression
fuses institutional and systemic discrimination, personal bias, bigotry, and social
prejudice in a complex web of relationships and structures that saturate most aspects of
life in our society” (Bell, 1997, p. 4). Recognition theorists argue that dominant culture is
the locus of oppression and that in order to attain social justice in society we must
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acknowledge group difference and the oppression that results and take action to challenge
the structures of dominance that propagate those differences (Fraser, 1997; Harvey, 1996;
Okin, 1989; Young, 1990). “Misrecognition shows not just a lack of due respect. It can
inflict a grievous wound, saddling its victims with a crippling self-hatred. Due
recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human need” (C. Taylor,
1992, p. 26).
The recognition paradigm of social justice theorizing seems focused on
counteracting three major tenets of social justice theory in the distributive paradigm.
First, that social justice is merely a responsibility of institutional structures. Second, that
social justice is a matter of equal (or equitable) distribution. Third, that issues of injustice
result from difference solely in political-economic contexts.
The distributive paradigm views social justice as a tangible entity that can be
doled out by some central authority (Barry, 1980; Hayek, 1976). A just society is the
product of the government that makes it so. Recognition does not hold government solely
responsible for change, as in distributive theories, because of the role government has
played in oppression. Instead, recognition relies on the perspective that oppression is
wrong and that the dynamics created by oppression in society must be dismantled for
social justice to occur. In recognition theories, action is necessary to bring about justice,
and the actions necessary to create social justice are institutional, community-based, and
individual. The recognition paradigm names specifically the conditions and
circumstances that must change for social justice to be realized. Ending oppression
requires commitments and changes at all levels: by individuals challenging myths of
superiority, questioning their place in society, and taking action to interrupt oppression
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(and to interrupt their own actions that perpetuate oppression); by communities
demonstrating respect and appreciation for all of the cultures, identities, and experiences
of the people it serves; and by institutions removing barriers (or providing the support) to
allow society members the safety, security, and necessary provisions for full participation
in society (Young, 1990). Social justice, in this paradigm, belongs to all and is forged by
all. It is an understanding of justice as the providence of all who work to create it.
Rawls’s (1971/1999) difference principle in the distributive paradigm attempted
to widen the responsibility of social justice past the distribution of wealth and resources
to other dimensions of social goods like self-respect. This ascension of self-respect to a
primary good that all members should possess in a just society also brings recognition to
structures of injustice and inequality based in social group membership, although Rawls
himself does not acknowledge this. The identification of race and gender as locations of
the inequitable “distribution” of self-respect opens up theorizing on social justice beyond
the distributive paradigm and beyond dimensions of socioeconomic class. The
recognition paradigm concentrates on the locations within and outside of class where
injustice manifests.
Young (1990) argues that the focus on distributive mechanisms for social justice
give “primacy to having” (p. 8). This attention to issues of class in social justice theory
has the tendency to ignore the experiences of other groups because it does not
acknowledge that differences exist in terms of access, opportunity, and participation for
groups based in categories such as race, gender, sex, sexual orientation, religion, body
norm and ability, as well as class. “Group identity supplants class interest as the chief
medium of political mobilization” (Fraser, 1997, p. 11). Recognition theorists demand
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that we recognize that injustice manifests in more ways than class inequality and that
those manifestations impact different groups differently. Social justice struggles
characterized by recognition seek respect and recognition for group difference and the
identities of individuals in these social groups, acknowledgment of the institutional and
individual actions that perpetuate the “othering” of members of these groups, and
representation in decision-making structures and structures of society that are responsible
for cultural production (Fraser, 1997; Sterba, 1998; Young, 1990). The goal is to
deconstruct notions of dominance through a cultural revolution that views deviation from
a singular norm as variations of possibility; protecting and affirming different ways of
being.
Understanding the goals of recognition theorists requires understanding the
various manifestations of oppression and how these outcomes produce injustice in
mechanisms that cannot be solved solely through the distribution of material goods and
resources. Iris Marion Young (1990) demonstrates her vision of oppression by describing
five “faces” through which capacity is inhibited: exploitation, marginalization,
powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence. Young (1990) separates exploitation,
marginalization, and powerlessness as aspects of the social and economic divisions of
labor and sees cultural imperialism and violence as social practice outside of economic
structures. “Cultural imperialism involves the paradox of experiencing oneself as
invisible at the same time that one is marked out as different” (Young, 1990, p. 60).
Violence is viewed not only as the systematic practice of bringing physical and
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psychological harm on individuals because of social group membership but also the
condition of fear that results from knowing that you could face attack because of
affiliation with a particular social group.
The alleviation of oppression in the economic structure, Young (1990) argues,
requires a restructuring of the decision-making processes and the value of certain types of
work over others. The reparation of oppression expressed through cultural imperialism
and violence require a restructuring of education and communication systems so that a
dominant paradigm is not centered and valued above that of other cultural expressions
employed by different social groups (Bell, 1997; Young, 1990). “Public recognition of
our identity requires a politics that leaves room for us to deliberate publicly about those
aspects of our identities that we share, or potentially share, with other citizens”
(Gutmann, 1992, p. 7). It also requires greater representation of difference in cultural
production.
Critics of the recognition paradigm are concerned that recognition focuses too
much on individual differences in a manner prohibitive to the attainment of justice. David
Miller (1999) contends:
People become less concerned about inequalities in wealth and income
and more concerned about the way in which certain cultural identities
are acknowledged and promoted by the state and others sidelined...Thus
the problem is not merely one of trying to reach a consensus about social
justice; the problem is that social justice itself, in the traditional sense
becomes an issue of declining importance to groups whose main purpose
is the struggle for cultural recognition, (p. 253)
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Miller (1976, 1999) believes that the “traditional sense of social justice” is based in the
distributive paradigm. He concedes that issues of recognition are justice in “the broader
sense” (Miller, 1999, p. 253), but that the purview of social justice is limited to the
distribution of material wealth and resources.
Miller’s (1999) critique of recognition is based in his concern that the focus on
differences that recognition requires makes it more difficult to reach consensus about a
conception of social justice for all people. He fears that groups will be so wrapped up in
their own self-interest that the goals of social justice are neglected for the particular wants
of individual groups (Miller, 1999). Recognition theories do seek to address the particular
ways that different groups experience injustice, but they also seek to dismantle the
conditions that oppress all groups addressing not only issues of oppression based in race,
gender, religion, ability, or sexual orientation (for example), but also that oppression
experienced because of socioeconomic class. The recognition paradigm seeks to achieve
justice by attending to all of the different ways a group experiences injustice in society.
Recognition theories do not address the multiplicity of identity (How do we alleviate
injustice for a person that experiences oppression across categories of identity?), but the
paradigm is singular in viewing oppression as a location for social injustice.
Theorists in the recognition paradigm seek to acknowledge injustice outside of the
dimension of class. Oftentimes, struggles for recognition are dismissed as “identity
politics” or “merely cultural,” marking struggles whose experience of injustice does not
hold its primacy in issues of material wealth as illegitimate or secondary (Butler, 1997;
Walker, 2001). Recognition theories bring the dismantling of oppression as central to the

65

concept of social justice (Young, 1990). Recognizing that injustice and oppression
manifest in a number of ways that impact life economically, physically, and
psychologically, the recognition paradigm requires actions that challenge both
institutional structures and individual attitudes and actions in order to achieve social
justice.
Procedural
“Two types of justice judgments matter: assessments of the fairness of allocations
(distributive justice) and evaluations of the fairness of processes (procedural justice)” (T.
R. Tyler, 2001, p. 345). This distinction between outcomes and process is important to
the way that many theorists conceptualize social justice. The perspective Young (1990)
stipulates being, “Democracy is both an element and a condition of social justice,” (p. 91)
reminds us that social justice does not solely entail end results and outcomes related to
fair distribution, participation, or respectful recognition, but is also driven by a process
(Bell, 1997; Rawls, 1971/1999; Wendorf et al., 2002; Young, 1990).
In contemporary social justice theory, there is frequently discussion about the
end-result (i.e., should social justice be a reality, society would operate or look like this)
and the manner in which justice is achieved (i.e., in order for justice to occur, people or
organizations would operate like this). The manner in which justice is achieved, or
procedural justice, negates the issue of distributive outcomes. Rather, if fair methods and
procedures are used than the outcome is just regardless (Miller, 1976). Distributive
justice is frequently critiqued as being limited in its ability to address the central social
justice concerns of most people (Miller, 1999; T. R. Tyler, 2001; Young, 1990).
“People’s dissatisfactions... are not typically linked to issues of reward allocation.
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Instead, people more often complain about the manner in which they are treated” (T. R.
Tyler, 2001, p. 345). Indeed, Wendorf et al. (2002) argue, justice judgments tend to
center most often on conditions of “personal relevance or involvement (i.e., ‘was I treated
fairly?’)” rather than the objective standards redistribution theory aims to define (pp. 2122). Procedural justice theorists encourage us to look more closely and critically at the
process in order to understand social justice. This focus advances the primacy of
relationships between people.
The paradigm of procedural justice looks at relationships between people and
institutions and people’s connections to one another (Noddings, 1999a; T. Tyler, Degoey,
& Smith, 2001). It is a vision of “society as a fair system of cooperation” (Rawls, 2000,
p. 344). The goal through this paradigm of justice is to alleviate conditions that create
injustice by placing emphasis on the manner in which people are treated and by
challenging people towards empathy and care in their interactions with others.
John Rawls’s (1971/1999) conception of procedural justice is contingent on “the
original position.” The original position is part of Rawls’s contract theory “justice as
fairness,” the distributive theory that introduced the difference principle. Justice as
fairness, requires that representatives make decisions regarding the distribution of goods
and resources. Representatives from society are selected and brought together to
determine how the material wealth and opportunity of a society will be distributed
amongst its members. These selected representatives are also mandated to take the
original position. The original position is a theoretical condition of ignorance in which
the individuals are completely unaware of their place in society. Those in the original
position strip themselves of social roles, having no knowledge of their race, gender.
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economic status, religious identity, nor any other factor that might sway their judgment to
the benefit of individuals in a particular position (Douvan, 1988). The original position
seeks to create representatives who can make decisions justly or fairly because their
ignorance brings them to the table without allegiances or affiliations to particular
communities. Through this position, it is believed that the process for attaining justice
will be “pure” as no person has knowledge of any condition that could bias the outcome
(Miller, 1976; Rawls, 1971/1999).
Susan Moller Okin (1989) praises this contingency:
This significance of Rawls’s central, brilliant idea, the original position, is
that it forces one to question and consider traditions, customs, and
institutions from all points of view, and ensures that the principles of
justice will be acceptable to everyone, regardless of what position ‘he’
ends up in. (p. 101)
The notion of absolute fairness that follows the original position seems crucial to the
process of social justice. Theorists who follow Rawls’s (1971/1999) idea, believe that the
original position develops empathy and care for differing viewpoints which leads those
persons to imagine themselves in the position of the least advantaged or the perspective
of every person; therefore, choosing a process that would be fair to all (Douvan, 1988;
Miller, 1976; Okin, 1989; T. R. Tyler, 2001). The original position ensures that all parties
are given equal concern and respect thus resulting in a fair process for social justice
(Dworkin, 2000).
Theorists in the recognition paradigm are most frequently at odds with Rawls’s
(1971/1999) idea of the original position. Notions of difference and dealing with
difference are central to these paradigms (Douvan, 1988; Young, 1990). The veil of
ignorance Rawls (1971/1999) imposes seems to deny the history of privilege and the
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realities of sociocultural difference by demanding those in the original position relinquish
their experiences of dominance or subordination. In this way, the process continues to be
unjust as the realities and conditions of all members of society are silenced (not
considered) in attempts to create a fair process. Awareness and understanding are central
to the process of social justice for recognition and pluralist theorists.
Procedural justice concerns the knowledge and attitudes that inform and impact
relationships. Feelings for how one person (or group of people) feels another treats,
respects, or interacts with him or her are a marker of whether or not the process is just.
Tyler, Degoey, and Smith (2001) name three aspects of procedural justice that are
important considerations for determining fairness:
The first neutrality, involves assessments of the degree to which decision¬
making procedures are unbiased, honest and promote decisions based on
evidence. The second, trustworthiness, involves assessments of the
motives of authorities—judgments about their benevolence and concern
for the needs of those with whom they deal. The third, status recognition,
involves assessments of politeness, treatment with dignity, and respect for
rights and entitlements due to every group member, (p. 206, emphasis in
original)
With the dimensions of trustworthiness and status recognition, the theorists affirm the
attitudes of concern and respect that are important aspects of relationship. The dimension
of neutrality promotes the idea of unbiased decision-making similar to Rawls’s
(1971/1999) original position. However, the decree of Tyler et al. (2001), that these
decisions “be based on evidence” appears to grant those making the decisions access to
information regarding sociocultural difference that would foster decisions that do not
negate the realities of dominance and subordination in society.
Social justice is a moral theory based in human relations (Gilligan, 1993;
Wendorf et al., 2002). In theorizing how people should best interact and relate and what
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would represent fair treatment in relationships, a notable split attributed to gender has
developed in procedural justice theories (Douvan, 1988; Gilligan, 1993; Noddings,
1999a; Okin, 1989; Strike, 1999). This split is often labeled along two orientations. The
justice orientation is most frequently credited to men and advances a focus on objectivity,
detachment and rights (Gilligan, 1993; Strike, 1999); while the care orientation, ascribed
to women, advances empathy, concern, and the well-being of others:
Justice insists on general rules. It has a concept of the self that reduces
everyone to a thin moral sameness and that denigrates the importance of
particularities and relationships. Caring, in contrast, is context sensitive,
has a situated self, and is fundamentally concerned for relationships.
(Strike, 1999, p. 22)
This statement by Kenneth Strike (1999) reinforces the dichotomous relationship of care
and justice, yet other theorists do not consider the rift between the orientations to be that
extensive. Okin (1989) believes:
The distinction between an ethic of justice and an ethic of care has been
overdrawn. The best theorizing about justice, I argue, has integral to it the
notions of care and empathy, of thinking of the interests and well-being of
others who may be very different from ourselves. It is, therefore,
misleading to draw a dichotomy as though they were two contrasting
ethics. The best theorizing about justice is not some abstract ‘view from
nowhere,’ but results from the carefully attentive consideration of
everyone’s point of view. This means, of course, that the best theorizing
about justice is not good enough if it does not, or cannot readily be
adapted to, include women and their points of view as fully as men and
their points of view. (p. 15, emphasis in original)
Nel Noddings (1999b) encourages us to think of care and justice not as
dichotomous ethics, but as different pieces to the same puzzle. “I think now that care and
justice often apply to different moments in immoral episodes” (Noddings, 1999b, p. 4).
She uses an example of policy development and implementation to explain this view.
Policies are frequently written as objective and unbiased, seeking to address and resolve
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an issue. The development of that policy reflects justice. The implementation of that
policy requires care in order to insure that its application has fulfilled its purpose without
causing harm or introducing new inequities (Noddings, 1999b). Noddings’ (1999b)
perspective affirms the procedural elements of neutrality, trustworthiness, and status
recognition offered by Tyler et al. (2001). Objectivity and impartiality alongside care,
concern, and respect are all needed elements of procedural justice.
University practices like “avoiding discrimination in hiring promotion [and]
ensuring that researchers do not conduct experiments on human subjects without
informing them of the risks” are evidence of procedural justice (Katz, 2002, pp. B7-B8).
The emphasis of procedural theories on fair treatment for all people brings closer the
possibility of justice, but procedural theories do not remedy injustice already present. The
process of justice in the procedural paradigm does not look at conditions and
circumstances that have established inequality or injustice; instead, the paradigm works
to ensure that further injustice does not occur. This focus on process instead of outcome
allows for the possibility of justice (or something closer to it) to be realized through our
daily interactions. Unfortunately, without the attention to outcomes or current injustices,
it is difficult to imagine social justice fully realized under the procedural paradigm.
Conditions may not be worsened, but they also might not improve.
Theories of procedural justice encourage us to look at the relationships between
people to understand social justice. It is a reminder that indicators of social justice are not
just assessed by who has and has not, but by the way people are treated and our concern
for the well-being of others. “Relationship requires connection” (Gilligan, 1993, p. xix).
A vision of social justice based in relationships requires members of that society to learn
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about and from one another in order to develop care, empathy, and concern. Procedural
justice asks that we open ourselves to the perspectives and experiences of others, that we
work to make decisions cooperatively, and that we make those decisions with respect and
concern for all people involved.
Conclusion
Social justice entails a vision for society. A precise definition or single
conception of social justice may always elude us as understandings of social justice are
based in individual notions, values, and beliefs. My desire, vision, or understanding of
social justice will never meet every person’s needs. One person’s vision of social justice
is likely to be in conflict with another’s, and likely to not represent the concerns and
values of every person. The theoretical paradigms of social justice I have described and
discussed in this section: (re)distribution, recognition, and procedural justice represent
some of the ways social justice is conceptualized in the Western world. While each
paradigm is unique, we can acknowledge that:
Underpinning the theories of social justice are implicit assumptions about
the meaning, the significance of difference(s): how we will view
difference, what we think needs to be done to integrate difference into a
theory of social justice, how difference or diversity relates to concepts of
the just society. (Douvan, 1988, p. 10)
Social justice is about how society should function. In developing the process and
structures to implement social justice, who people are—their experiences, beliefs, and
values—and how society will work to ensure that differences will not be tools of
subjugation are important to social justice theorizing.
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Table 1. Theoretical Paradigms of Social Justice
PARADIGM

VISION OF SOCIAL JUSTICE

RESPONSIBILITY FOR
CHANGE

(Re)distribution

To correct the inequality resulting from material inequity
by redistributing the resources, benefits, and advantages
in a manner that fixes the prevailing system of
stratification.

Structures of Governance
(Institutions)

Recognition

To work towards the elimination of oppression and the
various ways it manifests in society.

Individual, Community, and
Institutions

Procedural

“society as a fair system of cooperation”
(Rawls, 2000, p. 344)

Individual, Community, and
Institutions

While I have taken care to present three distinct paradigms of social justice theory
(see Table 1), it is important to recognize that most theories of justice do not fit neatly in
one paradigm. Each maintains a primary aim for society in order to realize justice, but
this is often tempered with requirements based in other theoretical paradigms. For
example, Rawls (1971/1999) utilizes distributive and procedural justice in outlining his
vision for social justice. Young (1990) details distributive measures and recognition as
necessary to realize her vision for justice. I have come to believe that in order for social
justice to be fully realized as a “society in which the distribution of resources is equitable
and all members are physically and psychologically safe and secure...[where] individuals
are both self-determining (able to develop their full capacities), and interdependent
(capable of interacting democratically with others),” we will need to employ multiple
theories (Bell, 1997, p. 3).
(Re)distributive justice is necessary to change institutional structures that guard
access to material resources. Recognition strategies must be employed to actively combat
oppression and to radically transform our understanding of identity so that hierarchies of
difference do not occur. Finally, procedural justice is essential to social justice. Through
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fairness and cooperation, care, empathy, and understanding, relationships are developed
and individuals and groups feel respected. Each of these paradigms must interact and
overlap for social justice to be realized.
The critical service-learning approach views social justice through a lens that
incorporates all three of the paradigms presented (see Table 2). Attention to social
change, as an essential element of a critical service-learning pedagogy, encourages
service-learning practitioners to organize service-learning experiences in ways that
challenge the current distribution of material wealth and access to institutions, as well as
to analyze those structures and make recommendations that might lead to redistribution.
The recognition paradigm can also be seen in critical service-learning’s mandate to
question the distribution of power. Young (1990) emphasizes access to power and the
experience of oppression as central to dismantling institutional structures that perpetuate
injustice. The critical service-learning approach asks that students analyze their own
power and privilege, and seeks to reconfigure service relationships in ways that do not
maintain the hierarchies that create the cycle of dependence. Finally, developing
authentic relationships through critical service-learning experiences mirrors procedural
justice. The procedural paradigm affirms that how people are treated (the process) is also
important in bringing society closer to justice. The collaborative relationship as well as
care and connectedness in the service relationship are essential to avoid the paternalism
present in some traditional service experiences.
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Table 2. Critical Service Learning through a Social Justice Lens
(Re)distribution

Recognition

Organize service-learning
experiences that challenge
the distribution of wealth

Attention to Social
Change

Procedural

Challenge students to
rethink their attitudes about
marginalized communities

Provide opportunities for
students to analyze
structures and make
recommendations for change
Question the distribution of
power in the service
relationship

Questioning the
Distribution of Power

Students analyze power
and privilege
Encourage building
relationships across
differences

Developing Authentic
Partnerships

Emphasize discovering
commonalities without
homogenizing

Configure service
relationships in ways
that do not maintain
hierarchy

Emphasize care and
connectedness in the
service-learning
relationship
Plan service-learning
experiences in ways that
involve all stakeholders

This chapter reviewed the literature framing this research: service-learning,
cognitive development, and social justice theory. Each body of literature represents an
important element of this dissertation study. Critical service-learning provides insight
into the experiences of the study’s participants, cognitive development addresses the
process of meaning making and how concepts come to be understood, and social justice
is the concept about which students’ understandings and commitments are developed. In
the next chapter the research design and methodology are presented to outline the
research questions guiding this study, introduce the participants, and describe the
processes utilized for data collection and analysis.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This study used qualitative research methods to understand what students believe
about social justice, the commitments they develop, and how they made sense of social
justice through the service-learning experience. To understand the multiple questions
raised by this study demanded multiple approaches. Analytical methods from the
grounded theory tradition centered on the language and words of the students to
investigate their conceptions of social justice. A second approach foregrounds individual
experience, using portraiture to express what each participant believes and understands
about social justice and living a commitment to social justice. To capture sensemaking,
the study examined the organizational processes of the service-learning experience, and
how the students worked with those processes. It was, in turn, an investigation into the
elements of the service-learning process that prompted sensemaking and influenced the
individual understandings of social justice articulated by the participants.
“Methodology...gives more specific grounding to a study’s logic and criteria. It is
the approach, plan of action, process or design” (Arminio & Hultgren, 2002, p. 452). In
this chapter, I present the methods employed to collect, organize, analyze, and present the
data for this research. I offer the approach and rationale for this qualitative study, lay out
the research questions, and reintroduce and define critical terms. A discussion of the
participants, the second completion cohort of the Citizen Scholars Program, and how its
members were selected for this study is followed by an explanation of the research design
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and processes for data analysis. The chapter ends with limitations of and trustworthiness
within the study, as well as my personal biography and how this undoubtedly influences
my role as researcher.
A qualitative research design was used for this study because of its focus on
eliciting stories and centering the voices of participants (Holloway & Jefferson, 1997). As
a qualitative study, data regarding the experiences of students in service-learning were
collected using multiple methods. I employed several analytical methods to reveal the
students’ conceptions of social justice, analyzed the data through a portraiture framework
to collect and shape individual narratives, and used coding and clustering informed by
grounded theory to identify emerging themes in social justice sensemaking. The
presentation of data incorporates thick description and personal narrative in the
ethnographic tradition.
Overall Approach and Rationale
Previous research suggests the impact of service-learning experiences on student
learning and development. Eyler and Giles (1999) presented a comprehensive review of a
multi-institution research study highlighting the positive learning outcomes impacted
through service-learning. In 2000, a longitudinal study of service-learning found that
service-learning positively effects academic performance, values, self-efficacy, and
leadership, as well as significantly impacting a student’s decision to pursue a career in
service (Astin et al., 2000). Both of these studies indicate that service-learning enhances
students’ commitments to social justice values. But what is the impact of students’
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service-learning experiences on their understanding, commitment, and work towards
social justice? Further, how does that commitment and understanding change over four
semesters in a critical service-learning experience?
Service-learning research studies almost always focus on single-semester service
initiatives, and while quantitative measures provide accessible data about program
impact, the opportunity to understand the meaning making processes of students and to
engage in rich narratives about their experiences is not often part of these study designs.
My research attempts to address some of these gaps in the service-learning literature.
Using a more longitudinal approach, this research examines the experiences of students
in a four semester service-learning experience. I have chosen to pursue this research
using qualitative methods because of the “emphasis on processes and meanings” a
qualitative approach allows (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 4). Because qualitative research
is grounded in experience, this methodology best suits this dissertation study that
explores how students make meaning of social justice. Qualitative research is
“fundamentally anchored in a concern for developing depth of understanding.. .and the
construction of meaning that individuals attribute to their experiences” and is therefore
uniquely suited to address the questions of this study (Jones, 2002, p. 461).
This qualitative inquiry captures the lived experiences of the participants and
utilizes their voices to share that experience with the readers. Data collection follows a
multi-method approach, as qualitative methodology encourages, to generate a wealth of
information that allows a more thorough understanding of the students’ service-learning
experiences and, further, to ensure trustworthiness in the study. Using the constant
comparative method (Merriam, 1998) to search for meaning and relationships between
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elements, I employed various coding techniques including: microanalysis (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998), taxonomic analysis (Spradley, 1980), and axial coding (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). To offer a narrative analysis, I utilized portraiture methodology
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997) using interpretive and actual dialogue to
“paint a picture” of the students’ experiences. These methods allowed the participants’
experiences to be considered both collectively and individually emphasizing shared
meanings and themes across the experience as well as individual journeys.
Research Questions
Through my review of service-learning literature, I was challenged by the inherent
connections that many service-learning advocates assume between service-learning and
social justice. While critical service-learning pedagogy provides a process for developing
service-learning experiences that makes those links more intentional, the impact of the
pedagogy, particularly with regards to the social justice intentions of a critical approach
that distinguishes it from more traditional service-learning programs, is unclear. That
impact is surely theorized by Marullo (1999), Pompa (2002) and J. Taylor (2002),
among others, but evidence of that impact has not yet been added to the body of
literature. This fact led to the three research questions that I explore in this dissertation
research.
Additionally, in analysis, I consider some sub-questions that allowed me to explore
the data and point to particular expressions as ways of answering the larger research
questions. These sub-questions are tied to the cognitive theories of Kegan (1994) and
Weick (1995) reviewed earlier, and provided the opportunity to link the data to the
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theories as a way of unveiling the sensemaking processes engaged in understanding
social justice for these research participants. The research questions are listed below with
the appropriate sub-questions:
1.

What are the student’s definitions or conceptualizations of social justice?
a) How do the student’s perspectives of social justice change during her
tenure as a Citizen Scholar and how does she express her commitment to
social justice?

2.

How is sensemaking employed by the Citizen Scholars to understand social
justice?
a) How does the student use relationships developed through the servicelearning experience (e.g., relationships with fellow students, relationships
with instructors, relationships with the service site supervisor, other staff
members, or constituents of the service agency) to derive meaning of
social justice?
b) To whom or what does the student refer when discussing her
understanding of social justice?
c) How is the student’s notion of social justice grounded in identity
construction, or what role does social group membership play in the
student’s understanding of social justice?
d) How is the understanding of social justice retrospective, meaning how do
students use formal and informal reflection to understand social justice?
e) How does role conflict and contradiction (Hess, 1996; Kegan, 1994),
shape student’s social justice sensemaking?
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3.

What factors of the service-learning experience are influential to the student’s
understanding of and commitment to social justice?
a) How does the quality of “classroom” experience (i.e., curriculum, teaching
methods, student-student interaction, teacher-student interaction) influence
student understanding and commitment?
b) How does the quality of the “service” experience (i.e., type of agency,
type of service work performed, student-staff interaction, student-client
interaction) influence student understanding and commitment?
The analysis chapters that follow will address the primary research questions.

Chapter 4 uses a cross-sectional analysis of the data to answer question one, uncovering
the students’ conceptions of social justice and viewing these understandings through
three theoretical paradigms. Chapter 5 utilizes portraiture to respond to question one as
well, with emphasis on individual journeys. Narratives of students’ perspectives
throughout their service-learning experiences are shared and a cross-sectional analysis
explores themes and key patterns in their journeys. Chapter 6 addresses question two and
its subquestions utilizing a cross-sectional analysis and grounded theory methodology to
investigate the sensemaking processes. The third question is addressed in chapter 7 where
the service-learning process and its influence on students’ sensemaking is surveyed.
Critical Terms
As explored in the review of the literature (see chapter 2), this research investigated two
central concepts: social justice and service-learning, and particularly how involvement in
one (service-learning) contributes to a developed understanding of and commitment to
the other (social justice). Understanding how individuals make sense or make meaning of
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concepts was also central to this inquiry. Throughout this study, three main concepts are
used and frame the analysis of the data presented in this dissertation. Definitions of these
terms: critical service-learning, sensemaking, and social justice are presented below in an
attempt to provide the reader with a concise definition of the complex phenomena that
guide this research.
Critical service-learning - a pedagogy and philosophy of community service linked with
learning goals connected to aims and ideals of social change and social justice. It is
distinguished from a traditional service-learning approach by its attention to social
change, its questioning of the distribution of power in society, and its focus on
developing authentic relationships between higher education institutions and the
community served.
Sensemaking - this process allows us to understand how individuals and groups create
meaning and build context around complex projects and concepts. It is a conceptual
approach designed to understand the active and intellectual processes “that permit and
explore the movement from confusion to clarity” (Glynn, 1997, p. 1). Weick (1995)
presents seven properties that “suggest what sensemaking is, how it works, and where it
can fail” (p. 18). These properties are: (1) Grounded in identity construction; (2)
Retrospective; (3) Enactive of sensible environments; (4) Social; (5) Ongoing; (6)
Focused on and by extracted cues; (7) Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick,
1995).
Social justice - a theory about how society should function. Understandings of social
justice are based in individual notions, values, and beliefs. Though myriad definitions of
social justice exist, for the purpose of this study, social justice is understood as beliefs
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and actions aimed at transforming society through the alleviation of oppression and the
expansion of rights, benefits, and equality that allow all members of a community to
realize their fullest potential.
Participants
In order to examine how a service-learning experience influences students’
understanding of and commitment to social justice, it is necessary to locate students who
have significant and substantial experiences in service-learning. It is important that the
service-learning experiences in which these students are engaged be those that encourage
students to struggle with questions of social justice and an individual’s role or
responsibility in creating a more just and caring world. As the literature review on
service-learning demonstrates, a traditional service-learning experience does not
necessarily create the opportunities to investigate questions of social change and social
justice. I believe that students engaged in experiences deemed critical service-learning are
best suited to answer the questions of this dissertation study.
The respondents selected for this study are alumni of an academic servicelearning program, the Citizen Scholars Program (CSP) at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst. Students in the CSP complete a four-course sequence plus one elective course
(over four semesters) aimed at preparing students to be agents of change and active
participants in communities. This study focuses on the second completion cohort of the
CSP, being those students who completed the program in May 2002. Eleven women, who
joined the CSP in either Fall 1999 or Fall 2000, completed the fourth and final course of
the CSP during the Spring semester of 2002. All 11 women shared the same classroom
space during the 2001-2002 academic year with eight of the women entering the program
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during the same academic semester (Fall 2000), and therefore, also sharing classroom
space together during the 2000-2001 academic year. The other three participants entered
the program together in the Fall of 1999 and after completing the first year together (two
of the four courses), took a year sabbatical from the program to study abroad. Since all 11
participants completed the program in the same semester and completed the program’s
four course sequence which follows a critical service-learning approach, the experiences
of these 11 women were best suited for the questions this research investigated.
During their tenure in the program, Citizen Scholars are required to take the four
courses of the program and complete 60 hours of service in the community each
semester. Citizen Scholars also take an additional community service learning “elective”
approved by the program directors. This elective can be taken anytime during the
students’ college careers, although a student is not considered “alum” until five servicelearning courses (the four of the CSP plus the elective) have been completed. For each
semester that a student is active in the CSP (meaning the student is taking one of the four
required courses of the program), she receives a $500 scholarship.
Students from the CSP were chosen as respondents for this study because of my
contention that the CSP is an exemplar in critical service-learning pedagogy. The
outcomes of the program are expressly geared towards preparing students to be active
agents of social change in their communities. The program brings attention to social
change throughout its curriculum, which asks students to consider how aspects of identity
impact the need for service, as well as to analyze root causes of social problems. Table 3
3 Citizen Scholars do voluntary service in the community for 60 hours in three of the four semesters of the
program. Students have the option of doing up to 30 hours of service during the intersession (either in
summer for the Fall semester or in December/January for the Spring semester) to count towards their 60
hours. During the fourth and final semester of the program, Citizens Scholars are engaged in capstone
projects that are aimed at creating positive change in the community. The student’s work on this project
fulfills her 60 hour commitment to community service during that semester.
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outlines key aspects of the CSP service-learning experience. Perhaps most important to
the curriculum, is the final capstone experience (proposed and researched in the third
semester and implemented in the fourth) that asks students to identify a community
problem, research and analyze its causes, and then propose and implement a strategy that
might lead to long-term sustainable change. The program asks students to question the
distribution of power in their service experiences and in their community (and in the
services the community does and does not provide). The CSP challenges the distribution
of power by bringing community expertise into the classroom. Community members
frequently share their experience and knowledge with the program’s students. Sharing
power with students’ through shared facilitation of class discussions is another way the
distribution of power is challenged in the CSP. Finally, to encourage the development of
authentic relationships, the cohort experience and relationship building among CSP peers
is emphasized. The program also encourages students to find and settle on a single
service site during the first semester of the program. This placement, then, becomes the
service site where students complete their service (again 60 hours per semester) for much
of the next two years. In these long-term service placements, not only do students have
the opportunity to build relationships and make connections with members of the
constituent community, but community agencies are able to place these students in more
integral service placements that allow the students to get involved in some of the central
planning and development of the agencies. Placements that give the students further
insight into how the unequal distribution of power in society impacts the agency, as well
as the tools to analyze what strategies might lead to sustainable change.

85

Table 3. Key Aspects of the Citizen Scholars Program Experience
First Semester

Second Semester

“The Good Society”

“Integrative Seminar”

Identify service site
Perform 60 hours
of service
First reflection
defining the good
society
Weekly reflections
on thoughts that
emerge in service
Closing reflection
revisiting initial
ideas of the good
society and
exploring how
perspectives have
changed

Continue with service
or identify new
service site
Complete 60 hours of
service
Weekly reflections on
thoughts that emerge
in service
Students lead
facilitation of class
discussions
Closing reflection on
the CSP process
exploring how they
feel about service and
the program

Third Semester

Fourth Semester

“Organizing for

“Public Policy and

Change”

Citizen Action”

Continue with service
or identify new
service site
Complete 60 hours of
service
Guided reflections
exploring questions
tied to service and
weekly readings
Students lead
facilitation of class
discussions
Reflection explicitly
explores students
conceptions of justice
before and after
reading a theoretical
essay on social justice
Propose capstone
experience based on
service in the
community and
research topic

Design a capstone
project where the
outcome is aimed
toward meaningful
social change
Implement capstone
project with service
to the community as
an element of
project
implementation
Weekly progress
reports
Capstone reflection
and presentation to
share experience
with peers and
community agencies
Living Committed
Lives worksheet
explores
commitment to
community
involvement and
participation
Exit interview

The second completion cohort was selected for participation in this study because
this group represented the first cohort of Citizen Scholars to complete the current fourcourse core curriculum of the program4. Curriculum changes to the CSP during the 20002001 academic year and the 2001-2002 academic year led to very different academic and
service-learning experiences for those students who completed the program in 2001.
Similarly, changes to the curriculum during the 2001-2002 and 2002-2003 academic
years led to very different experiences for those Citizen Scholars who completed the
program in 2003 and 2004.1 believe that the experiences of those students in the first

4 Since Spring 2002, the Citizen Scholars Program curriculum has continued to evolve and change
according to student feedback and input of program faculty. While the CSP still involves a four course
sequence and the outcomes of the courses still represent a critical service-learning pedagogy, the sequence
and the content of the classes of the second completion cohort are very different than those experienced by
the current cohorts (the fifth and sixth cohorts of the program).
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completion cohort (those that completed the CSP in 2001), taking two Citizen Scholars
Program courses and three service-learning electives could not be explored in this study
alongside those respondents selected who completed four program courses and only one
service-learning elective.
In the CSP experience of the second completion cohort, the five structural and
logistical boundaries of critical service-learning were employed in each of the four
courses of the program. In the first semester, students were introduced to a set of
community partners, learned more about the community agencies where they could do
their service, and selected a site. Many students, then, spent their time in the CSP
working with that agency over the next four semesters in increasingly complex service
roles. Community members visited the courses in the second, third, and fourth semesters
to share their knowledge about community issues and assets and to work with students on
their capstone experiences. In these same semesters, the students also shared facilitation
responsibilities. A student pair facilitated a conversation on a particular issue in which the
entire class (including faculty) participated. Readings throughout the program focused
social issues and social change (e.g., oppression, identity, and liberation; personal and
community development; organizing and activism). Students were frequently asked to
complete writing assignments that integrated their thinking on these topics with their
service experiences. The capstone experience of the CSP showcases analysis of
community issues with attention to social change. In the year that the students spent
working on these projects, they selected an issue, researched it in the context of the local
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community, investigated strategies used to address the problem locally and nationally,
worked with community members to propose an initiative to address the issue, and
implemented their proposed solution.
Because the CSP is a selective program in two ways (first, students self-select by
determining whether or not to apply and second, applicants are selected by a membership
committee which decides to grant acceptance to the program)5, the program yields a
small number of participants (approximately 20 students are accepted into the program on
an annual basis; 17 participants were selected to begin in the Fall of 2000). Additionally,
because the program requires a four semester commitment, and the core courses of the
program must be taken in sequence, attrition from the program is significant. During the
2000-2001 academic year and the 2001-2002 academic year, eight students that should
have completed in May 2002 either withdrew from the program or requested a leave of
absence.6 Three students that began the program in the Fall of 1999 re-entered the
program (one in the Spring semester of 2001 and two in the Fall of 2001) resulting in 11
students completing the program in May 2002.
The sample for this study is relatively homogenous with regards to race and
gender. All 11 participants in this study identify as women. By the fourth semester and
course of the CSP, only the 11 women participating in this research were still actively

5 To be eligible for the CSP, students must have a 3.2 grade point average (4.0 scale) and at least four
semesters remaining in their academic endeavors. Students are recruited from across campus through
posters and encouragement from students already in the program. Students involved in other servicelearning experiences, like the first-year service-learning living community on campus or the alternative
spring break program, are also encouraged to apply because program staff for the CSP are also involved
with these service-learning initiatives. To apply, students complete an application that asks for some
demographic data and an essay explaining their interest in the program. Applicants are interviewed by one
of the program co-directors and a current student in the program, and selection is determined by consensus
of the membership committee (a blend of faculty, students, and program staff).
6 Because of the four semester four-course commitment, a leave of absence from the CSP is for a full
academic year (i.e., students that take leave in the spring semester of one year cannot rejoin the program
until the spring semester of the next academic year).
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involved with the program. Additionally, 10 of the respondents identify as White while
the eleventh participant is a woman of color. Only two of the participants that began the
Fall 2000 semester were students of color and both of those students selected to take
leaves of absence. The woman of color that completed in May 2002 began the CSP in
1999 and re-joined in the Fall of 2001. Through self-reports of class identity, two
students identified as low-income, one student described her family as lower middle
class, four students declared themselves middle class, and four others upper middle class.
The 11 women represented a variety of academic majors on campus. Three students
studied areas of biological science, three were students in the social sciences, two
students were education majors, and another pursued art. Two women in this cohort had
not declared majors at the time they entered the CSP. Of the 11 students who completed
this service-learning experience in May 2002, six of the participants matriculated from
the university that same month. The remaining five participants completed their degrees
during the 2002-2003 academic year.
Data-Gathering Methods
Data collection for this study was secondary, utilizing data collected by the
UMass Office of Community Service Learning for the purpose of a multi-year evaluation
of the Citizen Scholars Program. For this research, I selected data collected using
multiple methods from three different points in the participants’ service-learning
experiences. The first is a pre-CSP collection in the form of the students’ application
essays to the Citizen Scholars Program. Second is the collection of written materials
during the students’ tenure in CSP. These materials include students’ written reflections
completed during each of the four courses of the CSP (see Appendix A for the guidelines
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that shape these written reflections). The program exit interview transcripts (see
Appendix B for the exit interview protocol) from a one to two hour interview at the
completion of the Spring 2002 semester7 complete the data collected and analyzed for
this study. Post-transcription, each respondent was provided with a copy of her
transcribed interview during the summer of 2003 in order to respond to new thoughts or
emergent experiences brought up by reading her words from the initial interview. I
connected with the respondents via email to collect new thoughts regarding their exit
interview transcripts.
The CSP writing assignments and exit interview focus on questions of service,
citizenship, social change, and social justice. Throughout the four courses of the Citizen
Scholars Program, students are asked to explore these issues integrating their service
experiences into their writing about these concepts. Review of this writing permitted the
opportunity to investigate the evolution of students’ thinking about the concepts across
the two years of the program. The exit interview concluded the exploration and gleaned
information about students’ understanding of these concepts at the conclusion of their
service-learning experience and how they believe their service-learning experience
influenced that understanding.
Data Analysis Procedures
A qualitative research design was employed to investigate the research questions
guiding this dissertation study. Qualitative analytical methods analyze data from multiple
angles, from micro (exploring semantic links and meanings) to macro (emphasizing
7 CSP exit interviews are completed each year with members of the program’s completion cohort. The exit
interviews are part of an ongoing program evaluation begun when the CSP received a grant from the
Corporation for National Service, now National and Community Service, (Learn & Serve America: Higher
Education). As the graduate assistant hired to assist with program evaluation (2000-2002), I developed the
interview protocol for the exit interviews in collaboration with faculty and staff of the CSP. I also
conducted the interviews with the 11 participants in the Spring of 2002.
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themes and patterns). A multi-method approach examines students’ meaning making
processes over time as well as establishes relationships between their conceptualizations
of social justice and the service-learning experience. To gain insight into the 11 students’
meaning making processes, I relied on portraiture and content analysis. Portraiture is an
holistic process that aims to document participants’ “voices and their visions—their
authority, knowledge, and wisdom” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997b, p. xv). In contrast,
content analysis uses microscopic methods to establish semantic links between words and
meaning. I opted for techniques like axial coding and taxonomic analysis to establish
relationships between students’ sensemaking and various aspects of the CSP experience.
The “constant comparative method” described by Merriam (1998) best reflects the
cross-sectional analyses used to understand the process for making sense of social justice
and the service-learning factors that supported this process. The constant comparative
method served to explore cross-cutting themes and variations of the research questions
and sub-questions across the 11 research participants. In this process, “The researcher
begins with a particular incident from an interview, field notes, or document and
compares it with another incident...These comparisons lead to tentative categories that are
then compared to each other and to other instances” (Merriam, 1998, p. 159). This
description follows grounded theory methodology. “Grounded theories, because they are
drawn from data, are likely to offer insight, enhance understanding, and provide a
meaningful guide to action” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). Through microanalysis,
readers gain insight into the meaning attributes employed by the Citizen Scholars.
Portraiture presents individual student experiences and commitments. Grounded theory
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methodology allows themes to emerge that describe the collective elements of the
students’ meaning making processes as well as document the particular aspects of the
service-learning experience that either support or hinder those processes.
Content analysis of the written materials collected from the students of the CSP
began the process of data analysis. This process incorporated coding the materials
according to the research questions and sub-questions posed earlier. Microanalysis
focused on individual words and phrases to understand conceptions of justice. A line-byline analysis of students’ written materials and interview transcripts serves to
systematically uncover social justice attributions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Content
analysis is an “overall approach” which allowed me to analyze the various forms of
communication produced by the members of the CSP to document patterns (Rossman &
Rallis, 1998). This process was done by hand, as I only had access to paper copies of
these student documents. For each participant, there were approximately 150 pages of the
student’s written work. I kept Microsoft Word documents for each student to record my
interpretations and understandings and an additional document to record larger themes
and begin the memo process. To code data, I thought through both the research questions
and sub-questions and marked elements and nuances that struck me as relevant. I utilized
the TAMS (Text Analysis Mark-Up System) analyzer (a beta program for qualitative data
Q

analysis developed by Matthew Weinstein) to manage data and code the transcriptions
from the program exit interview. Coded segments of the students’ written work were
recorded in the TAMS analyzer, and transcribed interviews were converted to the TAMS
program. Codes such as “social justice definition,” “role conflict,” “commitment,”
“plausibility,” and “relationships” emerged in the analysis. The codes came from the
s See http://tamsys.sourceforge.net
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research questions, but also inductively, representing themes that surfaced through the
process of analysis. A debriefing team, including a faculty colleague, a graduate student,
and an undergraduate student with service-learning experience, supported data analysis,
coding the primary written materials used in developing the portraits, coding program
exit interview transcripts, providing their interpretations of the data, and reviewing the
portraits. I also engaged the debriefing team in one-on-one conversations to discuss
interpretations and writing.
Overarching themes extracted from the data provide insight into the elements of
the service-learning experience that influence students’ social justice sensemaking. With
the amount of data available to me, thorough review and coding of the data allowed
themes to emerge that shed light on the type of support in both classroom and community
settings that allowed the women to struggle with the questions “What is social justice?”
and “How do I live my commitment to social justice?”
Through review of the students’ written materials and transcriptions from
program exit interviews, I developed portraits documenting the participants’ conceptions
of social justice and their perceptions of their roles in creating a more just society. The
portraits explore the students’ backgrounds and service. They also chart the students’
understanding of social justice and the experiences of the CSP that influenced that
understanding. Because coming to understand social justice is different for every
individual, portraiture provides an opportunity to tell the stories of each of these women,
sharing their individual processes to develop an understanding of social justice and the
different ways through which they understand their commitments. Lawrence-Lightfoot
(1997a) explains portraiture as a process of dialogue that reflects both the researcher’s
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interpretations and the subject’s essence. As such, analysis incorporated opportunities for
feedback through member checking with drafts of the portraits sent via email to the
participants. Based on participant insight and feedback, the portraits were shaped both by
the participant and myself as the researcher. Portraiture as a tool for analysis also
revealed themes and patterns in the students’ experiences. A clustering typology
uncovered through this analysis serves as an organizing tool for presenting the portrait
narratives.
Using portraiture provided the opportunity to present the unique experiences of
each respondent in a manner that is authentic (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997b). However,
because these women shared the experience of CSP, there were common experiences and
common themes that emerged in the data. Through the use of coding methods like
taxonomic analysis (Spradley, 1980), I worked inductively with the data and as themes
became apparent, I generated memos to explicate these themes. Spradley (1980) views
data analysis as “a search for patterns” (p. 85). I looked for patterns within individual
student experiences and among all of the participants in this research. As sensemaking is
viewed as an organizational process, this search for commonalities across experience is
consistent with the theory. Using taxonomic analysis to organize the emergent themes, I
was able to unpack the particular elements or parts that construct this theme. Taxonomy
emphasizes categories based on semantic relationship. The process allows the researcher
to focus in-depth on the attributes and dimensions of a particular concept (Spradley,
1980). For example, a taxonomy for “social justice” incorporates the elements
participants include or point to as conditions of justice (see Appendix C). I believe that
the themes that emerged in this research allowed me to delve deeper into the practice of
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critical service-learning (as is practiced in the CSP) to understand the effectiveness of this
pedagogy for educating about (and developing commitments to) social justice.
Personal Biography
I am drawn to critical service-learning experiences as a site for research about
social justice commitments because of my personal involvement in community service
and my work as a service-learning practitioner. While my community service or
volunteer experiences date back to my early childhood, my first encounter with servicelearning came in college. I was intrigued by the idea of learning about the political
process and getting course credit by volunteering my time at a shelter. I left my first
service-learning experience convinced that I had learned more in that one semester than I
had learned in my entire college career and inspired to do more through community
involvement. When I graduated and began working at the university where I
matriculated, I immediately got involved in “volunteer service” by working with
undergraduate students to design and implement service-learning experiences in the cocurricular. This led to internships in the service-learning programs at the university where
I received a Master of Science in Education, and a teaching assistantship in the political
science department to teach a service-learning course very similar to the class that had
impacted me so much as an undergraduate. As I became more interested and involved in
research, I began exploring the connections between service-learning and social justice
believing, from my experiences as both a student and practitioner, that service-learning
has the potential to foster in college students a commitment to and action for social
justice.
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When I began doctoral studies in Social Justice Education, I continually sought
opportunities to connect service-learning to my social justice work. I began small, co¬
coordinating a weekend service trip for 10 students to work on HIV/AIDS education in a
nearby community and ended up as a teaching assistant for an academic service-learning
program aimed at educating students to be “good citizens” and agents of social change.
My involvement as the teaching assistant for the Citizen Scholars Program began in the
Spring of 2001 and continued through the Spring of 2002. Beginning in the Fall of 2000
and throughout my involvement as teaching assistant, I also played a role in shaping the
Citizen Scholars Program as a staff member in the Office of Community Service
Learning (OCSL).
As a staff member working closely with the Citizen Scholars Program (CSP), I
had the opportunity to work alongside the co-directors of the program to develop the
outcomes the program aims to achieve within its students. As the teaching assistant for
the program, I developed the curriculum for two of the four courses of the program
(Honors 391S: Organizing for Change and Honors 492C: Public Policy and Citizen
Action) and co-designed the curriculum for a third (Honors 29IS: Tools for Change). My
involvement and investment in the program was high. My involvement with the students
of the program was also high. For three semesters, I sat alongside the 11 women
participating in this research learning with them and from them about their experiences
working in the community and their responses to various issues and concerns raised
through the readings associated with the curriculum, their associations with students not
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involved in service (or involved in service but without the critical perspective held by the
students in the CSP), or the disconnect they named between their education in CSP
versus their other academic courses.
When I left the Citizen Scholars Program in the Spring of 2002, it was to begin a
faculty position at California State University Monterey Bay. At this institution, I
continue my work to utilize the service-learning experience as an opportunity to foster
students’ commitment to and action towards social justice. Now, with ten years’
experience as a service-learning practitioner, I am still convinced that service-learning
pedagogy has great transformational potential as an educational strategy. I am more
convinced, however, that this pedagogy must be implemented with intention to realize its
potential. This research was inspired by the students I encountered in the classrooms of
the CSP and is enriched by the students in my classrooms now, but this study also
represents my desire to improve my practice and to learn how to best employ a servicelearning pedagogy to encourage students’ actions and commitments toward the
realization of a more just society.
Limitations and Ethical Considerations
While some research texts acknowledge that “objectivity” amongst researchers is
impossible, my involvement with the CSP and the respondents’ in this study represents
relationships that are closer than generally recommended. While this research study is
designed to investigate the understanding about social justice developed through servicelearning experiences for the participants, in some ways I feel this study is also about
me.. .my practice and my teaching are also investigated here, because a great deal of my
work comprises the service-learning experiences studied here.
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Throughout this research, it was important that I remain conscious of the power
dynamics associated with this research. First, as a graduate student conducting research
about the experiences of undergraduates for whom I made determinations about grades
and success as members of the CSP, I retain power in my relationship with these
participants. The rapport I built with them over the three semesters in the classroom and
retain now with many of the women, may or may not have lessened the discomfort
created by that dynamic for the students. Additionally, it was important that I be attentive
to the power dynamics between the CSP co-directors and me. The findings generated
from this study reflect on all of us working with this program.
Because these power dynamics extend to the relationships between the co¬
directors and the respondents, and because the CSP is a relatively small program with the
members of the second completion cohort known to the faculty leadership, work to create
as much confidentiality as possible for these participants was a serious concern. While
the 11 women represented in this study are known, the reporting was designed to
camouflage their identities so that no one member of this group could be connected to
particular statements or perspectives represented.9 At the same time, part of my
responsibility as the researcher was to prepare the participants for the risk of being
identified through this work. As selected members of a selective program, the population
represented in this research is small and the possibility of being identified in the reporting
is higher than that which many participants are comfortable.
A considerable limitation of this study is generalizability. While I frame the
research questions in this study to understand how the experience of a critical service-

9 Throughout the reporting, pseudonyms are used to support anonymity and service experiences are
reported in ways that provide context without revealing details that might belie confidentiality.
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learning pedagogy impacts students’ attitudes and commitments to social justice, the
service-learning experience in which these participants have been engaged does not
represent the typical service-learning experiences of most students. First, the CSP is a
two-year academic service-learning program requiring four continuous semesters of
community involvement. Most service-learning experiences reviewed in research are
one-semester experiences averaging 15 weeks. Second, the CSP continues to be very
intentional about its commitment to social justice and retains outcomes aimed at
providing students with the skill to become agents of social change. As indicated earlier,
many service-learning courses or programs assume that the work is inherently connected
to concerns of social justice, but for the CSP the curriculum is centered around those
concerns. Therefore, attempting to generalize the experiences of these students to others
in service-learning would be misrepresentation, but would also be a disservice to the
unique structure and intent of the CSP. I do not mean, however, to imply that there are no
commonalities between the Citizen Scholars Program and other service-learning
programs. The unique curriculum sets the program apart, but it still follows the
conventional structure of most service-learning programs (i.e., community service
experience connected to classroom/academic learning).
The population sample in this study is limiting because of its size, gender, and
race composition. Most studies benefit from larger and more diverse sample sizes.
Finally, another aspect of the selectivity of the CSP that limits the study is its location in
the Honors College at the University. While all of the participants represented in this
study were not members of the honors program, their continued participation in the
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program required maintenance of a grade point average eligible for the honors program
(3.2 on a 4.0 scale). This requirement thus prohibited access to the CSP for a larger
population of the student body.
Because the data sample used for this research is secondary, the research design is
limited. Particular questions about the meaning making processes the Citizen Scholars
utilized to arrive at their conceptions of social justice could not be asked of the study’s
respondents, thus limiting the analysis of this process to the students’ writing and exit
interviews. While these documents proved insightful for analyzing social justice
sensemaking, the opportunity to enhance these findings by asking the participants directly
how they were able to make sense of this complex concept was not possible. Further,
reliance on students’ writing assignments as a primary data source limits the study.
Individual writing belies consistency across participants. Students do not always share
similar skills in writing, nor do they always respond to prompts and guidelines for
assignments in comparable ways.
Finally, in the portraiture process, I initiated contact with all 11 respondents in the
Summer and Fall of 2003 by sending electronic copies of their exit interview transcripts
and requesting any corrections, feedback or additional insight regarding the interview. I
received communication from all 11 respondents between October 2003 and January
2004 signifying receipt, appreciation for sharing the transcript, making note of small
errors in transcribing (e.g., “Gay-Straight Alliance” was transcribed “Friends Without
Bias”), and indications that the transcripts accurately reflected their positions and
perspectives at that time. A year later when initiating dialogue for the framing of the
portraits, my attempts to connect with the participants was more difficult. Two
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participants e-mail addresses were no longer recognized by their servers and three
participants did not respond to the correspondence. With six of the respondents, I was
able to have an effective dialogue to frame a portrait that the individual felt was an
accurate representation of her experience. The other portraits presented, utilize the same
method of portrait development, but do not benefit from the subject’s input.
Trustworthiness
In a qualitative inquiry, trustworthiness is demonstrated by “its truth value,
[providing] the basis for applying it, and [allowing] for external judgments to be made
about the consistency of its procedures and the neutrality of its findings or decisions”
(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 29). Trustworthiness and the “goodness”
of qualitative data is extremely important in developing a research study that accurately
and adequately represents the experiences of the study’s participants. Since this study
utilizes secondary data, consent for the materials I analyzed was gathered by the Office of
Community Service Learning (see Appendix D for the informed consent letter for this
dissertation study). This consent form informs participants of their rights and includes a
list of the potential research that may result from this collection. Both the Office of
Community Service Learning, which granted permission for use of the data (see
Appendix E), and the Human Subjects Review Committee have agreed that this
dissertation research is included in the scope of the consent form signed by all
participants. Further, I informed participants about the nature of this particular research in
my initial email communication with the students when I requested their feedback
regarding the exit interview transcripts. I assert trustworthiness in this study by doing my
best to insure the confidentiality of the respondents. To ensure trustworthiness in this
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research, I have selected data collected at three different points in these individuals’
experiences with service-learning (before and during the experience and at its immediate
conclusion). Member checking (asking that the participants themselves review and
comment on the transcripts and the portraits) also provided an element of trustworthiness
for this study. Finally, debriefing with my colleagues in service-learning and social
justice education on the methodology, data, analysis, and findings to check my biases and
assumptions further assures credibility in this study.
Conclusion
This chapter details the rationale and design of the qualitative study that is the
subject of this dissertation. The design of a research study is shaped by the research
questions and the resources available to the researcher, but also reflects the researcher’s
values, biases, and worldview. In this chapter, I have outlined the assumptions of this
study as well as the methods employed to answer the research questions. By sharing my
personal biography as researcher, I have attempted to make my biases and worldview
more transparent. I have also described the limitations of this research and the processes
used to ensure trustworthiness. This dissertation study utilizes secondary data and
through analytical devices including microanalysis, portraiture and grounded theory
methodology, seeks to understand what students come to understand about social justice
through a prolonged experience in service-learning, the commitments they develop as a
result of that experience, and how they made sense of that concept (social justice)
through the service-learning process. The findings of this research process are described
in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 4
MAKING MEANING:
CITIZEN SCHOLARS’ CONCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL JUSTICE
Social justice is a contested concept that varies in definition and in the theories
proposed to bring it to fruition. Further, it is a condition that some would agree does not
exist and others may contend has never existed. Therefore, when we ask students to
articulate their understanding of social justice and to describe their commitment, we are
asking them to imbue moral imagination—to explain not what they know, but what they
value, believe, and hope for.
Imagination allows us to describe things never experienced, and therefore, is
fundamental to moral reasoning (Johnson, 1994). Using imagination, we are able to both
envision and venture, creating an^mage that depicts our desires for justice and boldly
challenging ourselves and others to enact that image. Nussbaum (1990) asserts, however,
that imagination is not a task of frivolity. Instead, “Its job is more to focus on reality than
to create unreality” (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 77). Imagination is grounded in experience and
the experience serves as the basis for our moral reasoning, “the person of practical
wisdom will not neglect the concrete deliverances of the imagination when thinking
about virtue and goodness” (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 78).
As the Citizen Scholars begin to articulate their understandings of social justice,
the deliberative imagination Nussbaum (1990) describes is evident. The descriptions of a
just society, offered by the cohort, are frequently based in what they know or have
experienced. These understandings of social justice either expand positive experiences to
the whole of society, or counter negative experiences—imparting what should be (in their

103

opinions) instead of what is (as they experience the world). Their experiences ground
moral imagination, allowing lived experience to inform their understandings of social
justice.
The Citizen Scholars Program, which employs a critical service-learning
pedagogy to encourage students towards active civic participation, engages students
throughout the four semester experience in deliberations of social justice. Students are
asked to describe the good society, to define social justice, and to consider how their
service perpetuates, contends with, or dismantles injustice in the local community. This
chapter will explore students’ conceptualizations of social justice during their tenure in
the CSP. As the definitions and visions that comprise the program participants’ thoughts
are shared, the analysis will examine when in the experience of the CSP these
conceptualizations emerge, and how these understandings relate to traditional theorizing
of social justice. The elements of the CSP curriculum that influence these patterns of
thinking are also highlighted in this chapter.
Chapter 4 begins with the language students’ use to describe social justice. The
unanimous attributes, meaning language that all 11 participants invoked at some point to
articulate their understandings of social justice, are considered. Then, using the
theoretical paradigms of social justice theory, students conceptions are organized
according to their alignment with the paradigms. This discussion allows for the
exploration of meanings students attribute to social justice as well as when, in their
service-learning experience, these understandings emerge. Key patterns in the Citizen
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Scholars’ conceptions are elucidated, giving insight into the meanings students hold
central to their understandings of justice and the conditions through which these
understandings arise.
Language and Frequency
To analyze the Citizen Scholars’ conceptions of social justice, I began by coding
using microanalysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Microanalysis involves “line-by-line” and
sometimes word-by-word analysis of data to support the development of codes (Strauss
& Corbin, 1998, p. 57). This process allowed for the microscopic examination of the
multiple sources of data analyzed for this study. Through microanalysis I looked at single
words, phrases, and sentences to examine the different interpretations in the language the
Citizen Scholars use to describe and define social justice. I also looked at frequency (the
number of times a particular word or phrase is associated with the concept of social
justice) to understand whether or not particular words were significant to students’
understanding. Over the four courses and exit interview completed as part of the CSP,
participants attributed 159 different words, phrases, or concepts to the term social justice.
Appendix C provides a taxonomy for the Citizen Scholars’ social justice attributes.
Through taxonomy, the 159 different elements students attribute to social justice are
organized according to categories and semantic links (Maeder, 2002; Spradley, 1980).
Through this process, we can see all of the meanings students give to social justice, and
also see the connections between those meanings and how they build on one another.
The chart below (Table 4) represents the unanimous attributions invoked in the
students’ discussions of justice (meaning all 11 Citizen Scholars at some point in the
program declared this concept as central to their understanding of social justice).
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Table 4. Unanimous Social Justice Attributions
Key Concept

Education/Access to education

Frequency

22

“Every person must have access to education” (September 12, 2000)
“All people should have access to education that helps them learn to think critically, and prepares people to be
responsible members of society” (October 29, 2001)
“Through education we gain the skills, knowledge and experience to make a better world. Education is essential
to social justice” (November 3, 2001)
“opportunity to the resources to become self-actualized...access to education” (December 3, 2001)
‘Social justice implies equal access to education” (December 17, 2001)

Fair/Faimess

19

‘I would like to live in a fair, just society” (September 10, 2000)
‘a society that is diverse and as fair and equal as possible” (September 12, 2000)
‘fairness for all people everywhere” (December 3, 2001)
‘Social justice requires fairness” (May 23, 2002)
‘fairness for everybody” (May 24, 2002)

The good society /Pushing society in the direction of good

17

“pushing society towards taking a step in the direction of good” (December 15, 2000)
“everyone deserves to live in a world that is good; a place that is safe, comfortable and supportive” (October 29,
2001)
“To work for social justice, we have to remember our vision of the good society and keep aiming towards that”
(December 7, 2001)
“creating the good society we all desire” (April 16, 2002)
“what the good society is about” (May 17, 2002)

Social Change/Working for Social Change

16

‘you have to change the current system” (December 5, 2000)
‘working for positive social change” (October 29, 2001)
‘social change...the action in bringing about social justice” (October 30, 2001)
‘doing social change” (May 16, 2002)
‘responsibility to make the world better—to work for social change” (May 22, 2002)

Everyone’s needs would be met/getting what you need

14

“we’re working for a society where everyone’s needs are met” (September 12, 2000)
“all human beings deserve the right to have [their] needs met” (October 29, 2001)
“a right to basic human necessities” (December 7, 2001)
“Where people have access to the different things they need to live happily” (May 21, 2002)
“having everybody be able to gain access to what they need” (June 3, 2002)

Equal/Equality/Working for equality

14

‘equality, equal opportunities...should be unconditional in society” (September 10, 2000)
‘a society that is diverse and as fair and equal as possible” (September 12, 2000)
‘a relatively equal distribution of wealth”
‘If we were to achieve social justice, it would mean that we would have universal equality” (October 29, 2001)
‘...equality for all” (May 24, 2002)

No oppression

13

“In a good or just society there is no oppression” (September 18, 2000)
‘oppressive barriers and institutions would be broken down” (October 29, 2001)
‘exerting our energies against various forms of oppression” (November 26, 2001)
‘freedom to live without repression, oppression, and injustice” (December 15, 2001)
‘Social justice requires., .the end of oppression” (May 23, 2002)

11

Share(d) responsibility

“people share responsibility...depend on each other, interact and cooperate” (September 10, 2000)
“In my good society, I see cooperation. 1 want people who work together, take responsibility for each other, share
responsibility for our world.” (September 12, 2000)
“In a just society, responsibility for the conditions of society are shared amongst all the people.” (December 3,
2001)
“justice requires interdependence, people must trust each other, people must work together” (October 29, 2001)
“Care and connection to others is so important. We must recognize our interconnectedness. We must share
responsibility acknowledging we’re all in this together.” (April 16, 2002)_
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Unanimous attributes offer a view of the common themes in students’ conceptualizations
of social justice. Emphasizing these shared meanings also affords an opportunity to
consider the experience of the CSP in shaping these understandings. The other attributes
that were not unanimous are too numerous for this discussion, though many of these
social justice attributes are revealed in chapter 5 where portraits of the CSP students are
presented.
The most frequently cited characteristic of justice was Education/Access to
education. Every member of the second completion cohort (11 students) included
education as a factor in her conception of social justice at least one time during the four
semesters of the program. Jess offered education most often, referring to education four
times in her discussions of justice. She included “access to education” as part of her
vision for the good society in the first semester, returning to her belief in the value of
education as both a factor of and a tool for social justice in the third and fourth semesters.
Education, for this cohort, played a significant role in creating a more just society.
Students believed that education itself was empowering, but were also confident that
access to education (generally advocating free, quality education through a college
degree) would provide the opportunity necessary for people to realize their fullest
potential. Further, students believed that education would contribute to social justice
because courses could raise awareness about diversity and critical social and structural
issues that contribute to injustice leading to a more tolerant and accepting society.
Though included most often in their ideas of justice in the first semester (11 times),
education appeared in students’ conceptions of justice throughout the experience of the
CSP.
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Education, although a unanimous attribute of justice, was invoked most often by
students whose primary service roles were education oriented. In the Fall 2000 semester,
when education was named 11 times as an element of or important to social justice, four
CSP members were involved in education-based service experiences. Two other students
were in mentor relationships with school age children.
A belief in faimess/fair treatment towards all members in a society was named 19
times by Citizen Scholars as an element important to their conceptions of social justice.
This attribute appeared consistently throughout the students’ articulations of social
justice. Fairness, as a condition of justice was raised six times in both the first and third
semesters of the CSP. In the final semester of the experience, the notion of fairness was
raised seven times by the students. Students looked at fairness as an element of both
process and goal, believing that a just society would treat all members fairly regardless of
identity or belief, and that a just society would be fair in its distribution of wealth,
resources, and opportunity.
In the first semester, “the good society” is the terminology used by the CSP to
engage students in discussion of the kind of society they desire and for which they, as
socially responsible citizens, should work. Students grasped onto this description and
were able to utilize it 17 times to describe their ideas of social justice throughout the four
semesters of the program. Noting, “When I imagine the good society, I imagine a
Utopia—social justice” (Meredith, Sept. 12, 1999) and “Social justice...is what the good
society is all about” (Kelly, May 17, 2002), students demonstrated the linkages they made
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between these concepts. These linkages between the good society and social justice
appeared most often in the first semester and the last (eight times in semester one and five
times in the last).
Social change or working for social change was often used interchangeably with
social justice by members of the Citizen Scholars in their descriptions of social justice. In
the 16 times social change was named, half (8) were instances in which the same
elements students attributed to social justice were also applied to social change. For
example, Wendy’s description of social change as a state where there is “no
discrimination, no injustice” and in the same reflection describing social justice as “the
alleviation of injustice where people experience no discrimination” (December 3, 2001).
Students also named social change “as a way to work for social justice” (Aida, May 21,
2002), seeing it as the action necessary to create a more just society. Most expressions
(nine) emphasizing social change as an element of social justice occurred in the final
semester as students were engaged in or finishing their capstone experiences. The actions
they made aimed towards meaningful social change allowed them to see that work as
important to social justice.
Students’ inclusion of equality as an attribution of social justice emerged early in
students’ conceptions of social justice with most calls for equality (nine) occurring in the
first semester of the program. The Citizen Scholars began to question notions of equality
as they gained a deeper understanding of privilege and oppression in society; ideas of
equality were replaced with calls for people’s needs being met. That a just society would
provide for everyone’s needs was named seven times in the third semester, with equality
named three times. In the third semester of the CSP, students began to research
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community issues and investigate potential solutions to address the issues. They explored
different initiatives as they continued in their service, learning the community better as
they reflected on issues of privilege and oppression. At the conclusion of the CSP,
equality was only named by one student as an attribute of social justice, while ensuring
people’s needs are met was a part of four students’ concluding conceptions of social
justice.
An absence of oppression was important to the Citizen Scholars’ conceptions of
social justice in both the first semester and program exit interviews. However, it was in
the third semester that all 11 members of the CSP came to view the absence of oppression
as an attribution of social justice. Students’ calls for the elimination of oppression as
necessary for a just society were marked by their recognition of the discriminatory
treatment of marginalized groups and a desire to see that end.
The notion of shared responsibility as a key concept of social justice was the final
element named by all 11 students in the CSP. This concept, similar to fairness, appeared
consistently throughout the semesters of the CSP. The first semester, when students are
introduced to cooperative communities (e.g., the kibbutz, the Bruderhof), raised a few
more demands for shared responsibility as a condition of justice (five times in the first
semester, three in the third and final semesters).
Connections Between Student Conceptions of Justice and Theoretical Paradigms
The concept of social justice has been long debated and oft-invoked as a desired
status. Though consensus on a single definition eludes, social justice is frequently
discussed as a known concept. In a previous chapter, social justice theories were divided
into three paradigms: (re)distribution, recognition, and procedural justice. Each paradigm
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represents a school of thought regarding social justice theory. (Re)distribution theories of
social justice argue for a fair allocation of resources and benefits and for equitable access
to the institutions that create wealth. The distributive paradigm plans to repair the
stratification present in our society to diminish class distinctions and to insure that
community members’ needs are met. Theories of social justice in the recognition
paradigm view oppression as the locus of injustice and see the elimination of oppression
as key to attaining social justice. In this paradigm there must be recognition of the
injustice experienced due to social group membership including and outside of
socioeconomic status (e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and ability) and of
the unequal distribution of power due to social group membership in order to combat the
different manifestations of oppression experienced in our society. Procedural justice
emphasizes process over goal. Arguing that attainment is less crucial than treatment, the
procedural paradigm seeks caring, trustworthiness, fairness, and respect as indicators of
social justice.
In this section, I use the social justice theoretical paradigms as an organizing
device to identify and codify what students understand about social justice at different
points in the CSP experience. This framework is useful as it creates the opportunity to
explore students’ meaning attributions conceptually. Traditionally, justice analysis seeks
“to describe and understand the human sense of justice... The challenge is to lay bare the
operation of the sense of justice, isolating its constituent elements and processes” (Jasso,
1998, p. 194). Because an individual’s justice criteria traditionally “define what they
believe ought to happen,” most research focuses on personal reaction and relevance to
unjust conditions (Wendorf et al., 2002, p. 22). This research provides the structure to
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analyze students’ conceptions collectively through the lens of three traditions of social
justice theorizing. The experience of the CSP presents the opportunity to explore both
how students’ social justice attributions align with the theory, and how these attributions
change and evolve. This insight into the cognitive process is unique to social justice
research. After exploring students’ conceptions, key patterns in the participants’ beliefs
will be explored.
As the students describe their visions of social justice, elements of the
distributive, recognition, and procedural paradigms are present. Indicators of the
theoretical paradigms in the students’ conceptions are italicized in the descriptions that
follow. The procedural paradigm is evident when students’ understandings incorporate
values of respect and fair treatment. A belief in equality reflects the distributive
paradigm. Students look to a redistribution of wealth and access to structures that create
wealth in order to rectify the discrepancies that exist. The elimination of oppression
required through the recognition paradigm emerges through students’ service and is
reflected in their understandings of justice. Students encounter discrimination (or at least
witness the discrimination faced by people they serve) in the community and end that
experience with a mandate or desire that the faces of oppression that Iris Marion Young
(1990) describes should not be a part of the framework in which people live their lives.
Exploitation, marginalization, violence—these aspects that cause such harm to oppressed
groups must be overcome in order to achieve justice. As long as “isms”—racism,
classism, ableism, and sexism, most prominent in these students’ experiences—continue,
social justice is not possible.
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The elements that I attribute to each theoretical paradigm emerge from the
literature. I looked for matches between students’ conceptions and the language in the
literature. Matches in language represented clear alignment between students’ views and
the theories. In cases where a word for word match did not clearly align conception and
theory, the content and context of the students’ writings provided the information needed
to determine a theoretical connection. For example, when a student identifies “no
homophobia” as an element of her conception of justice, this element is viewed as
aligned with recognition because of the students’ clarification that a person “would not
have to fear getting [his or her] ass kicked” (Ryan, May 22, 2002). This clarification
brings attention to violence as a key aspect of oppression and injustice in the recognition
paradigm (Young, 1990). Ryan’s view also aligns with the perspectives of Butler (1997),
Fraser (1997), and Nussbaum (2001) who identify people who experience homophobia
(i.e., gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals) as people who seek justice
through recognition. This example elucidates the processes utilized to align student
attributes with theoretical paradigms.
Aspects of the Distributive Paradigm Present in Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions
The distributive paradigm argues that attaining social justice is possible through a
reallocation of goods and resources in order to create a more equitable society. Some
theorists (Miller, 1976, 1999) argue for complete equality, while the most revered
distributive theorist (Rawls, 1971/1999) allows for a more nuanced understanding of
justice. With the difference principle, Rawls (1971/1999) calls for unequal distribution to
acknowledge differences in social positionality, resources, and accessibility.

The table below (Table 5) reviews the distributive elements uncovered in this
section. Each element is listed with a marker indicating when in the CSP this
understanding is expressed. Through this table we can see when a distributive element
first emerges in students’ conceptualizations of social justice.
Table 5. Distributive Elements in the Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions
SEMESTER
First
DISTRIBUTIVE ELEMENTS
an equal distribution of wealth
even distribution of wealth
totally equal in its distribution of goods or treatment of people
better public education resources
relatively equal distribution of wealth
clothed, full, and sheltered population
access to the things they need to live healthily and
comfortably in a society
better health and connection to food and clean air and all of
those things that are necessities to live a healthy life
people have opportunities to be successful
right to basic human necessities
universal equality
equal access to education, economic and other resources
Every human being has basic survival needs (food, shelter,
health care, affection, identity, education and self-expression)
and all human beings deserve the right to have each of the
common needs met, All human beings should be free from
poverty, hunger, lack of health care, and environmental
pollution.

Second

Third

Fourth

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

It is important to acknowledge that no distributive elements emerged in the second
semester of the CSP. This is true for all of the theoretical paradigms of social justice.
During the second semester of the CSP, the curriculum did not explicitly ask students to
consider or explain their feelings about justice. The absence of an invitation to reflect on
issues of justice meant that the Citizen Scholars did not deal with these issues in their
second semester papers.
Evidence of the distributive paradigm is clear from the Citizen Scholars’ earliest
expressions of social justice. Equality, fair distribution and access as elements of social

114

justice all reflect the most common understandings of the distributive paradigm. Early in
her first semester as a Citizen Scholar, Ryan asserted simply that justice “requires an
equal distribution of wealth” (September 12, 2000). This assertion is based in a concern
that financial inequality limits voice and full participation in a democracy. Through a
society in which wealth is evenly distributed:
Media will not be under the control of profit-motivated corporations;
news will not be warped by private interests. People will be able to act
and make choices based on reliable information. Any leaders will be
chosen for their worth—not their buck, but their ability to effect positive
social change and even the people they represent. Also, no one will
have to be miserable to make money. (Ryan, September 12, 2000)
The application of distributive justice, from Ryan’s perspective, lays a foundation that
reforms other structures in our society, most importantly political participation and the
media, and by removing pressures associated with earning allows people to enter careers
they enjoy. For similar reasons, Jess also saw an “even distribution of wealth” as
fundamental to a just society, though admittedly it is an aspect she must “strain to
envision” (September 10, 2000). Although she viewed redistribution as an important
means to social justice, it was difficult to imagine such a society or to imagine members
of a society so willing to relinquish material possessions to allow for even distribution to
all. “I honestly don’t think a society can be totally equal in its distribution of goods or
treatment of people,” Joey conceded in a reflection about the good society, but added that
it “should always remain a goal” (December 15, 2000).
Kelly’s distributive view calls for reform, but she qualifies the reform she
demands in contrast to the government reforms she has witnessed:
I believe in reform—not welfare reform amounting to less money to less
people, not housing reform ending in an 81% decrease in low-income
housing as a means of “beautifying” our cities—but, instead, reform
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towards better public education resources throughout the entire county,
reform ending in a relatively equal distribution of wealth, reform resulting
in a clothed, full, and sheltered population. (October 12, 2000)
The reform Kelly would implement mandates the redistribution of wealth generally
called for in distributive theories of justice with the access to means of opportunity
(through education reform) and the maintenance of basic needs (food, shelter, and
clothing) for all of society’s members. Kelly’s reform and its subsequent outcomes
reflects how Brynne defines social justice, “Social justice is a state in which people
would have access to the things they need to live healthily and comfortably in a society''1
(Brynne, December 17, 2001).
This belief in access to basic needs is echoed by six members of the second
completion cohort, and the basic needs often include food, shelter, and clothing. Some
expand the definition of basic needs or rights to include education, health, means to earn
money, a clean environment, or a voice in the political process. Jess offers a passionate
description of how she understands basic needs:
Much better health and connection to food and clean air and all of those
things that are necessities to live a healthy life. People can’t be hungry,
and people can’t be searching for jobs, and people can’t be selling drugs
to get enough money to buy the food...Making it so people have
opportunities to be successful in the ways they want to be successful.
(May 20, 2002)
The students’ conceptions of social justice in the distributive paradigm (at least in regards
to basic needs) convey an element of consensus. Another commonality shared is the
struggle for how to impose this distribution. Rebecca described the complexity:
I believe that [social justice] is a right to basic human necessities.
People need food, water, clothing and shelter...I struggle with how to
limit basic human needs. I don’t know how I could say that justice is
simply food, water, clothing and shelter. I have never experienced
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anything but middle class living, so I have no right to impose such a
scant definition of justice on anyone else. (December 4, 2001)
Rebecca’s recognition is a tension common to social justice theorizing. This question of
“Who am I to determine what is just for someone else?” is a concern that repeats and
continues to challenge the Citizen Scholars’ throughout their experience in the program.
Even as they become more certain in the actions they will take to realize their visions of
social justice, whether or not those visions would be the realization of justice for all
people is an unresolved conflict.
Meredith labors with the concept of distribution from a different perspective,
admitting, “I am nervous sometimes when I think of what might happen to diversity if all
the nations magically had universal equality and respect across the world” (April 15,
2002). Her vision applies justice more globally and her concern for a loss of diversity
should equality (as a potential view of redistribution) prevail indicates unease towards a
further “Americanization” of the world through acculturation and assimilation as well as
a dismantling of “order” through the elimination of assumed hierarchies of power.
Meredith’s optimism is guarded. She hoped for a more just world, but worries about the
consequences. If social justice is understood as “universal equality and respect,” how
would it be applied? Whose understanding of justice abides? What would we lose as a
global society after this notion of justice comes to bear?
Oftentimes, students’ service influenced their stance on social justice. Brynne’s
work as a tutor for displaced youth and mentor to a young girl struggling in school
provided insights into the education system that grounded her definition of social justice
at the end of her third semester as a Citizen Scholar. Brynne wrote:
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It is a fact that our society provides for some people’s well-being better
than it does for others. The U.S. system of education for example
dictates that children living in poor communities will attend under¬
funded schools. Surely having access to only under-resourced schooling
because one lives in a poor neighborhood is socially unjust...Social
justice implies equal access to education, economic and other resources
simply because one is a person in society. (December 17, 2001)
This experience of working in an educational setting, building relationships with youth in
the system, and witnessing the financial challenges that plague the school district of those
she tutored and mentored (i.e., the service experience), focused Brynne on issues of
income and education in defining social justice. The distributive elements of her
understanding, “equal access to education, economic and other resources,” emerge from
her experience, recognizing that the current distribution of wealth has implications on a
child’s education and believing that the inequality in schooling must be rectified for
social justice to be realized.
Beth views social justice from the distributive paradigm indicating that
individuals’ decisions to divert from social justice have created the current state of
injustice. She believes:
Every human being has basic survival needs (food, shelter, health care,
affection, identity, education and self-expression) and all human beings
deserve the right to have each of the common needs met, All human
beings should be free from poverty, hunger, lack of health care, and
environmental pollution. They should have the freedom to education,
freedom to practice their own religion, culture, and language, the
freedom to express their own opinions, and more. (October 29, 2001)
She goes on to ask, “Are we not all human beings, brothers and sisters, living in the same
world? As human beings, as equals, do we not all deserve the same rights?” (Beth,
October 29, 2001). Beth, strong in her conviction, answers her own question firmly:
All people deserve the same rights. That is social justice. It is social
injustice when we make accommodations for some people and not for
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others. If we had followed this theory all throughout the past up until the
present day, what a different story history would tell.” (October 29

2001)
Distribution reflects, perhaps, the most common understanding of justice;
appealing to our desires that opportunities for success be available to all and that a certain
standard should be established below which people cannot fall (Hayek, 1976).
Distributive elements of social justice appear throughout students’ experiences in the
CSP. The 11 Citizen Scholars all began and ended with conceptions of justice that
included distribution. Service experiences appeared to be influential to how students
understood (re)distribution, and students’ values and beliefs - particularly what they
understood to be right or best for society - played heavily into the distributive claims
students made with regards to social justice. The invocation of the distributive paradigm
by participants in the CSP marks their acknowledgement of the economic stratification
that exists both in the United States and globally. The students’ calls for equality, access,
and the provision of needs reflect their desire for an elimination of poverty, for a more
equitable education system, and for a society that does not use wealth to determine worth.
Though students’ understandings of social justice reflect elements central to the
distributive tradition, this paradigm does not completely solve the question of social
justice for the Citizen Scholars. Even as Beth is steadfast in her commitment to
distributive justice, she notes that not abiding a commitment to equality has led to the
unjust conditions we experience today. Attention to the influence of social group
membership and the manifestations of oppression, as reflected in the recognition
paradigm, provided another way for students to think about social justice.
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Aspects of the Recognition Paradigm Present in Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions
Recognition as a paradigm of social justice thought is marked by oppression as
the locus of injustice. Theorists in the recognition paradigm argue that social justice
cannot be achieved without the elimination of oppression (Fraser, 1997; Young, 1990).
This branch of theory recognizes that the cultural aspects of social group membership
(beyond socioeconomic status) have consequences for the way that an individual
experiences the world (Young, 1997). Young (1997) conceives this paradigm of social
justice theory as “broader” than the distributive paradigm because a recognition theory of
justice “takes not fairness but liberation as its ultimate ideal” (p. 101).
Characteristic to students’ understanding of a just society or more just world, was
a belief that oppression would not be present. Students named an absence of racism,
sexism, and homophobia as key to their understandings of social justice. The absence of
violence, particularly violence perpetrated based on social group membership, was
lambasted and a strong sentiment that an absence of fear and a feeling of safety ensured
that conditions supported by oppression would not be present. These ideas reflect aspects
of social justice not condemned or even “well covered by a distributive paradigm”
(Young, 1997, p. 99).
The recognition elements of students’ social justice conceptions are presented in
Table 6 below. Aspects of the recognition paradigm were evident throughout students’
experiences in the CSP, though there is a noticeable pattern in which recognition
becomes central to students’ understanding during the third semester. It is important to
understand that the table only represents the point in the CSP when the element named is
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invoked. This table does not express how often an element was named, or the full
expression of students’ ideas of social justice at this moment in time. It simply references
a pattern of thinking regarding recognition.
Table 6. Recognition Elements in the Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions

First
RECOGNITION ELEMENTS
Those who are being disempowered aren’t
the correction of social injustice
an alleviation of social wrongs
all of the problems that unjustly burden the people in the society
are tidied and then eradicated completely.
the recognition that unmistakable and wholly significant
differences exist
everyone [is] able to exist AS IS—queer, of color, female,
etc.—without fear, oppression, discrimination
ability to live free of fear, free of violence, free from things that
prevent people from being fully human, happy, and themselves
Free from destructive violence... Social justice contains no power
over, only power with
change the attitudes of the whole social environment
tangible emancipation from economic and social constraints as
well as intangible restrictions of the brain
a complete reconstruction of the systems and methods of the
governing bodies in place
social justice would be the end, or even the means to the end, of
such systems
continually challenging our attitudes and behaviors
those with special needs [are] treated with dignity
confront the racial, class and gender inequalities
I would never be raped, I would not have to fear getting my ass
kicked when I walk down the street with my girlfriend
I would not have to worry about living
I would not have to worry about really any form of violence and
neither would anybody else I know
No racism, classism (no classes), sexism, homophobia
every single member has an equal (equitable?) amount of
influence in society
a privilege-less world, where what you are does not silence you or
others
an eventual world where no one is oppressed
a world society of empowered people

SEMESTER
Second
Third

Fourth
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

The emergence of recognition in students’ conceptions during the third semester
may be attributed to the introduction of systemic oppression and narratives from
marginalized communities during the Organizing for Change course in the CSP. It is

121

important to understand, though, that recognition emerges in student conceptions not as a
replacement of distributive notions, but as an addition. The invocation of recognition
elements reflects a shift in the complexity of students’ understandings of justice.
Often, as Citizen Scholars detailed their understandings of social justice, they
described social justice as the elimination or alleviation of injustice. “It’s when an issue
or a situation is brought to light. The society... Those who are being disempowered
aren 7... It’s stopped” (Meredith, May 17, 2002). Wendy’s definition during her third
semester as a Citizen Scholar reflects this dependence on injustice to define social justice,
“When I consider social justice, I think of social injustices and how social justice is
supposed to correct them. So, social justice should be defined as the correction of social
injustice” (October 30, 2001). Similarly, Kelly offered:
I view social justice as an alleviation of social wrongs in an almost
utopic and completely unrealistic way. By this, I mean, that all of the
problems that unjustly burden the people in the society are tidied and
then eradicated completely. The marginalization. The immobilization.
The stigmatization. All gone. (October 29, 2001)
And though Wendy felt, “I still should know a better way to think of [social justice],
other than to define it than through looking at injustices,” she acknowledged, “when
you’re looking at doing social change, where sometimes you don’t necessarily know
what’s the best end result that you are looking for.. .you do know that it has to be better
than what is there presently” (May 16, 2002). This reliance on injustice to define what
social justice should be is a reflection that something is wrong in society that must be
corrected. What characterizes these understandings as recognition is the indication
(marked by Kelly’s challenge against stigma and marginalization) that the understanding
of injustice is broader than distributive inequality.
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The recognition of injustice and oppression, for the second completion cohort of
Citizen Scholars often happened around social group membership. In detailing their
understandings of social justice, the students named particular groups they saw as
unjustly burdened by oppression. Kelly believed, “The first step...that makes taking the
strides toward justice possible is the recognition that unmistakable and wholly significant
differences exist” among people (September 17, 2001). In defining justice, Jess pointed to
“rights of the individual” and named “women, children, people of color, homosexuals,
the ill” as specific groups she saw as needing to benefit from social justice activism
(September 10, 2000). Aida identified underrepresented groups, “people of color and/or
the poor, but also women and disabled individuals,” as groups that experience
“injustice/discrimination/maltreatment” (April 16, 2002). Ryan desired a just society in
which “everyone [is] able to exist AS IS—queer, of color, female, etc.—without fear,
oppression, discrimination” (April 16, 2002). This ability to identify the ways injustice
manifests across identity can also be a motivating factor in raising students’ commitment
to social justice. Aida offered, “I’m also instantly inspired by the injustices I see so often
in the society in which I live today. Those injustices.. .inspire me to be part of the
solution by being an active citizen working towards social change” (April 16, 2002).
Young’s (1997) contention that social justice must be defined as broader than
distribution indicates that redistribution alone is “too narrow an understanding” of the
oppression people face (p. 99). Ryan’s vision of social justice in her third semester as a
Citizen Scholar mirrors Young’s (1997) contention. She raises distributive elements, but
makes clear that social justice, for her, must go further:
My vision of social justice has a lot to do with access. The resources and
opportunity to be a fully human being. Access to physical resources like
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food, clothing, and shelter. It’s also the ability to live free of fear, free of
violence, free from things that prevent people from being fully human,
happy, and themselves. Free from working lives away to get by. Free
from destructive violence... Social justice contains no power over, only
power with. (Ryan, October 31, 2001)

Jess’s call for “freedom from economic barriers and discrimination, respect, [and]
acceptance” also demonstrates this need for social justice to be defined more broadly than
distributive inequality (September 10, 2000).
Key to recognition theories of justice is the demand that change must occur on
individual levels as well as institutional levels (Young, 1990). The Citizen Scholars’
definitions reflect this as they call for an end to prejudice and prejudicial attitudes, as well
as changes to laws and institutional structures. Meredith placed the responsibility for
social justice on the “citizenry” but also on “politicians, law makers and law
enforcement” (October 17, 2001). Wendy believed we have to “bring about the justice in
term of laws and political actions” and also “change the attitudes of the whole social
environment, such that no further injustice is committed against those same individuals or

others” (October 30, 2001). As Brynne considered social justice, she “[thought] of
tangible emancipation from economic and social constraints as well as intangible
restrictions of the brain” (December 15, 2001). As Rebecca defines social justice in her

third semester as a Citizen Scholar, she explained how change on both individual and
institutional levels is necessary:
Social justice must then be a complete reconstruction of the systems and
methods of the governing bodies in place. We are bom into our place in
society and although a small portion are able to overcome the odds, the
majority of people are pawns in a self perpetuating cycle of oppression,
social justice would be the end, or even the means to the end, of such
systems. (November 18, 2001)
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And seeing the interdependence of individual and institutional manifestations of
oppression, Brynne concluded, “Prejudice affects our every decision and institutional
oppression is perpetuated because not enough of us do the work of continually
challenging our attitudes and behaviors” (December 15, 2001).

Social justice, for the Citizen Scholars, must respond to the “isms.” The students
call for an end to racism (Aida, April 16, 2002; Kelly, September 12, 2000; Sarah,
October 20, 2001), but also address other systems of injustice that manifest across
particular identity groups. “I want those with special needs to be treated with dignity”
Kelly opined for the disabled (September 12, 2000). Sarah reminds us that “too
many.. .fail to confront the racial, class and gender inequalities that are woven into our
social lives” (October 20, 2001). Ryan lists myriad ways that people are discriminated
against because of social group membership. She described her just society:
I would never be raped, I would not have to fear getting my ass kicked
when I walk down the street with my girlfriend, I would not have to

worry about eating, I would not have to depend on the soup kitchen to
eat because everyone would have access to eating, I would not have to
worry about living, I would not have to worry about whether I can finish
my education or not all the time, I would not have to worry about really
any form of violence and neither would anybody else I know. (May 22,
2002)
Ryan’s vision of social justice “is an ‘ism-free’ vision. No racism, classism (no classes),
sexism, homophobia” (December 2, 2000). “I want to live in a society where every single
member has an equal (equitable?) amount of influence in society. I want to live in a
privilege-less world, where what you are does not silence you or others” (Ryan,

September 12, 2000).
Joey’s understanding of social justice is centered, as is the recognition paradigm,
on the end of oppression. She wrote:
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When I do social justice work, whether it is learning to help myself grow
as a conscious human being, or working in the community, I always
envision an eventual world where no one is oppressed. A world where
people have true freedom; not ‘freedom’ under a government or other
form of hierarchical body. I envision a world society of empowered
people; people who recognize the values in working together, for each
other and with each other, on an honest and face to face level. (Joey,
April 12, 2002)
While elements of recognition can be seen throughout students’ experiences in the
CSP, only six students offered conceptions aligned with recognition in the first semester.
By the third semester of the CSP, all 11 Citizen Scholars’ included aspects of recognition
in their conceptions of justice. The inclusion of recognition can be marked by the content
addressed in the third semester course, Organizing for Change. In this semester, students
read several articles regarding oppression and the “isms.” They are challenged, through
reflections to consider their experiences with oppression and how their service site
responds to oppression. Service can also be seen as effective in students’ conceptions
aligned with the recognition paradigm. As students identified attitudes and behaviors that
would be changed as well as identity groups that would no longer be targeted, the
population served at their placements were often central to those conceptions. As the
students considered social justice through the recognition paradigm they held onto their
demands for (re)distribution. Eight students included distributive elements alongside
recognition elements in their third semester conceptions of justice.
The Citizen Scholars’ references to aspects of recognition in their conceptions of
social justice reflect the need for a broader conception of justice that extends beyond
redistribution. The recognition paradigm validates the oppression that the students
experience and witness in their lives. The recognition paradigm explains the injustice
they see when a developmentally disabled youth is mistreated, when a gay person is
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harassed, when a woman is raped, when a person of color is threatened—elements of
injustice that aren’t addressed in the distributive paradigm. Though the recognition
paradigm responds to the Citizen Scholars’ visions of justice more completely by
acknowledging the cultural aspects of injustice and oppression, students’ understandings
of social justice also connect to the procedural paradigm as they look to respect, care and
fair treatment as important aspects of a just society.
Aspects of the Procedural Paradigm Present in Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions
Procedural justice emphasizes treatment and relationships above outcomes. While
(re)distribution and recognition theories of justice look at the results that are indicators of
social justice, procedural justice encourages us to look more closely at the process. This
paradigm reminds us, “People’s dissatisfactions...are not typically linked to issues of
reward allocation. Instead, people more often complain about the manner in which they
are treated” (T. R. Tyler, 2001, p. 345). By ensuring that individuals are treated with
dignity and respect, that decisions are made from a neutral position, and that those
responsible for the decisions are trustworthy, procedural theorists argue the process will
be just (T. Tyler et al., 2001). Care and fairness are also emphasized in the procedural
paradigm (Noddings, 1999b; Rawls, 1971/1999). The notion of care requires that people
feel connected to one another and maintain a respectful stance in their interactions.
Fairness asks that decisions are made with respect to the best interests of all parties.
Procedural justice asks that we open ourselves to the perspectives and experiences of
others, that we work to make decisions cooperatively, and that we make those decisions

127

with respect and concern for all people involved. Procedural concerns become central
criteria of justice when individuals have moved beyond self-interest to recognize the
collective value offered through social justice (Wendorf et al., 2002).
Table 7 reviews the procedural elements invoked by the Citizen Scholars that are
included in this section. The table demonstrates that procedural conceptions of social
justice are present throughout students’ experiences in the CSP, through more students
offer procedural attributes at the conclusion of their time in the program. Similar to
Tables 5 and 6, this table only represents the invocation of the element and the time in the
CSP when the elements emerge. As with recognition elements, this shift towards
procedural notions of justice does not replace either distribution or recognition in
students’ conceptions of justice. Instead, it is cumulative—students’ understandings
change to include procedure as arr aspect of social justice.
Table 7. Procedural Elements in the Citizen Scholars’ Conceptions
SEMESTER
First
PROCEDURAL ELEMENTS
fairness, for all people everywhere
fair for all
respect for themselves, respect for others, respect for their
community, and respect for the earth
a freedom that is not enforced by a high and mighty
governmental or authoritarian force, but one that is held in
place by people for each other
respecting and appreciating each other and each other’s ideas,
opinions and feelings
process to make sustaining change
Keeping order
A way of life

Second

Third

Fourth

X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X

Requirements of fairness and respect are the most common examples of the
procedural paradigm at work in students’ conceptions of social justice. Beth, as a third
semester Citizen Scholar, defined justice simply as “fairness, for all people everywhere"’
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(December 3, 2001), while Aida at the conclusion of her Citizen Scholar experience said
that justice results in a society that is ‘fair for air (May 21, 2002). Joey expressed, “In
order for people to feel safe in expressing their true selves, and for work to get done,
people need to have a strong base in respect for themselves, respect for others, respect for
their community, and respect for the earth” (September 12, 2000). Jess’s definition of
social justice simply as “community” reflected her desire for connection between and
amongst people, “a freedom that is not enforced by a high and mighty governmental or
authoritarian force, but one that is held in place by people for each other” (October 29,
2001). Aida’s vision requires that people are “respecting and appreciating each other
and each other’s ideas, opinions and feelings.” (April 16, 2002).
Citizen Scholars also defined social justice as a process. “I think it’s a process to
make sustaining change that addresses, or that works on issues” (Aida, May 21, 2002).
When Meredith defined social justice as “keeping order, and keeping a just society” she
indicates a process of maintenance that is necessary to continue the kind of society that
people want to live in (October 22, 2001). At the end of her Citizen Scholars experience,
Jess exclaimed, “social justice to me is a way of life’' (May 20, 2002). She viewed justice
as a course of action and reflects on her relationships and interactions with others as
indicative of social justice. These process definitions of social justice reflect the
procedural paradigm, but also suggest that social justice is not static. For social justice as
goal to emerge, social justice as action must lead.
In the first semester, seven students offered procedural elements as part of their
conceptions of justice. By the conclusion of the CSP, all 11 members of the cohort
recognized the importance of process in their understandings of social justice. Emergence
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of the procedural paradigm in the final semester of the CSP appears to be aligned with
both students’ experiences in service and the capstone project. Through both of these
experiences, students come to see that their efforts toward social change and social justice
(through four semesters of service and researching and implementing an initiative to
address a community need) take time, commitment, and may still not yield the change
they desire. This realization encourages students to consider procedural elements,
alongside the more goal-oriented paradigms of distribution and recognition, incorporating
concerns of process and treatment into their understandings of social justice.
The procedural paradigm of social justice theory views social justice as a fair
process that emphasizes conditions of care, respect, and trust in order to create a system
in which people feel valued and dignified. Viewing social justice from this paradigm, the
Citizen Scholars looked at the ways society and individuals function as critical to the
process. The Citizen Scholars’ conceptions of justice in the procedural paradigm argued
for respect, fairness, and community, agreeing with procedural theorists that treatment is
an important aspect of social justice.
Table 8 illustrates patterns of thought in students’ conceptions of social justice.
Using the examples of Beth and Brynne, their articulated understandings of social justice
demonstrate the developed complexity of their understandings. As they move from the
first semester to the final semester of the CSP, the integration of the different theoretical
paradigms in students’ conceptions are evident. Through this analysis of students’
conceptions of social justice, a number of key patterns emerged. These are discussed in
the next section.
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Table 8. Illustration of Students’ Patterns of Thinking Regarding Social Justice
S EMESTER
Beth

Brynne

First
“The world...is not
perfect and it is often not
fair (procedural)
...people’s attitudes,
people’s efforts, and
people’s grand actions,
can twist those bad
aspects of society into
positive ones. (September
21,1999)

“In a good or just society,
there is no oppression.
(recognition) People are
treated as they should
be...In my good society
people would have access
to all they needed
(distributive) and desired
to live happily.”
(September 18, 2000)

Second

Third
“Every human being has basic
sunnval needs (distributive)
(food, shelter, health care,
affection, identity, education
and self-expression) and all
human beings deserve the
right to have each of the
common needs met. All
human beings should be free
from poverty, hunger, lack of
health care, and environmental
pollution. They should have
the freedom to education,
freedom to practice their own
religion, culture, and
language, the freedom to
express their own opinions,
and more.” (recognition)
(October 29, 2001)
“...equal access to education,
economic and other resources
(distributive) simply because
one is a person in society
(recognition). (December 17,
2001)

Fourth
“.. fairness for
everybody,
(procedural) no matter
what your class is, or
your whatever
(recognition). It’s just
the fairness and
equality for all.”
(distributive) (May 24,
2002)

“...wherepeople have
access to the different
things they need to live
happily and to be
stable. ” (distributive,
recognition,
procedural)(May 21,
2002)

Key Patterns
Criteria students apply to social justice reflect service experiences. In the Citizen
Scholars’ conceptions of justice, there are a number of attributions that directly address
the issues and conditions facing people in their service experiences. Improvements to
education, shelter, meaningful work for those who desire it, and acceptance for people
with disabilities are examples of criteria that reflect the service experiences of the Citizen
Scholars. Brynne’s experiences with tutoring, Ryan’s work with the homeless, Jess’s
work with job corps youth, and Kelly’s work with the developmentally disabled
introduced the Scholars to the injustices experienced by their service partners. As the
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Citizen Scholars developed their understanding of the issues and problems facing the
community, each attributed criteria for social justice reflecting that understanding.
Linkages between social justice attributions and service experiences can be made
throughout the CSP at different points when students articulate their understandings of
social justice. This link is also evident across paradigms with connections to service in
distributive, recognition, and procedural elements. The service experience can be a
catalyst for the social justice attributions students develop.
The invitation to reflect on social justice is important. During the second semester of the
CSP, students’ reflective journals did not explore their understandings of social justice.
This was the only semester of the program when students were not asked to explore their
thoughts on (or vision of) a good or just society, instead students were encouraged to
keep service journals and write using “the forma what, so what and now what” (see
Appendix A). Without the prompts offered by the teaching team to guide their reflective
writing, understandings of justice were not dealt with in the second semester papers
analyzed as part of this research. This pattern indicates the importance of encouraging
students to reflect on particular outcomes.
Initial conceptions of justice seek to redress economic inequality. For each of the 11
Citizen Scholars, their first descriptions of social justice, offered in the Good Society
course during the first semester, sought to address the economic disparity they recognized
in society. They offered different suggestions to address class inequalities (e.g., equal
access to education, a redistribution of wealth, greater democratic participation) each
with the aim of closing the economic gap seen as central to conditions of injustice. As
students proceeded through the program, this desire to address economic stratification
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remained integral to all 11 students conceptions of social justice. Equality, opportunity,
access, and the provision of needs are distributive elements that appear throughout the
students’ tenure in the CSP.
Recognition of oppression emerges in the third semester. By Fall 2001 all 11 Citizen
Scholars had integrated the recognition paradigm into their conceptions of social justice.
This change emerges in the students’ third semester in the CSP, generally as the
curriculum incorporates readings that explore oppression and the “isms” and as the
students embark on the research for their capstone, seeking to uncover root causes of the
community problems their capstone experience purports to address. Though students are
able to recognize diversity and difference among those with whom they engage in the
service experience early in the CSP and students are challenged to struggle with issues of
privilege during the first year, the third semester appears to be transformative for many.
At this time, an understanding of oppression that allows students to identify and
deconstruct its central role as a barrier to social justice can be seen.
Diminished relevance in equality. Equality is often theorized as a condition of justice
(Barry, 1989; Miller, 1976), so it is not surprising that the students in the CSP would look
to equality to describe their understandings of justice. Between the first and third
semesters, however, calls for equality as an attribute of justice diminished. This shift
corresponds with students’ recognition of oppression through course content and
indicates greater complexity in the students’ conceptions of social justice. I contend that
students shifted to providing for needs versus calls for strict equality due to the flexibility
inherent in seeing that everyone “gets what they need.” As students’ struggled with the
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realities of oppression in society, this shift provided the balance necessary to potentially
correct for previous injustice and to prevent future hierarchies from emerging. It marks an
understanding that a universal application of rights, benefits, and resources (as some
distribution theorists advocate) may not result in social justice (Hayek, 1976), a shift
from the distributive meanings students share in the first semester. As students move
from calls to equality to provisions according to need (still an element of distribution),
the tension between rectifying economic stratification and responding to injustice as it
manifests outside the dimensions of class can be leveled.
Students conceptions straddle multiple theoretical paradigms. While aspects of each of
the theoretical paradigms can be seen in the ways that students define social justice, it is
important to acknowledge that these divisions are not clean. While Jess offered an
understanding of social justice suitable to a theory of distribution, a deeper analysis of the
conceptions of justice she shared demonstrated understandings that were also appropriate
to the recognition and procedural paradigms. In fact, all of the women’s understandings
of social justice straddled multiple paradigms. In their initial conceptualizations shared in
the first semester, all 11 students held distributive understandings of justice. These were
usually linked with either a recognition framework (for six of the students) or a
procedural framework (five students). So, even as they enter the CSP, their conceptions
of social justice include at least two paradigms. As students progressed through the CSP,
they integrated aspects of all three paradigms into their justice judgments. By the
conclusion of the CSP, all 11 students held understandings of justice embedded in the
three traditions. This shift in students’ conceptions—to encapsulate all three
paradigms—reflects increasing complexity in the ways the Citizen Scholars understand
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social justice when they leave the program. My assertion that a more complex
understanding of justice, one that utilizes all three paradigms of social justice theory, best
responds to the concerns of those who recognize and experience injustice appears to be
shared by members of the CSP when they exit the experience. An approach to social
justice that offers restitution and repair to institutional inequity, that challenges the
cultural manifestations of oppression, and that seeks to treat people with respect, care and
concern is best suited to bring this vision to fruition.
Interdependence and shared responsibility. Students held conceptualizations of social
justice that placed interdependence and/or shared responsibility as central to their
understanding. This focus on mutuality does not reflect the criteria of the theoretical
traditions included in this research, though Bell (1997) cites interdependence in her
vision of a just society. StudentsU;onceptions of interdependence and shared
responsibility included members who relied on one another and saw their lives as
interconnected. Each member of the cohort expressed a desire for cooperation through
shared responsibility as an element of justice important to her conception. Some (five
students) attribute this element in the first semester and others concluded the CSP
expressing this concept as part of their understanding. This concept may emerge from
readings and classroom discussions emphasizing cooperative communities or students’
community service, where reciprocity and mutuality are emphasized in the experience.
This may also reflect an element of procedural justice as patterns regarding
interdependence match the emergence of procedural elements amongst the CSP students.
Because interdependence is not an explicit match between the language of the theory and
the content and context of students’ writing and exit interview transcripts, I was not
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inclined to link the element of interdependence with the procedural paradigm. However,
the parallel between the emergence of interdependence and procedural elements is
another pattern in meaning attribution.
Conclusion
This chapter has explored the key concepts students confer when describing their
understandings of social justice as well as the meanings students in the Citizen Scholars
Program attribute to social justice through the lens of the distribution, recognition, and
procedural paradigms of social justice theory. The 11 women in the second completion
cohort continued to re-evaluate and redefine social justice during their four semesters in
the CSP. Without being explicitly introduced to the theoretical paradigms of justice
utilized to analyze their understandings, the Citizen Scholars’ conceptions included many
shared understandings and numerous criteria that align with the theoretical traditions. The
equality and access demanded by (re)distribution was reflected in students’ calls for a fair
distribution of wealth and access to basic needs. Students’ belief in social justice required
the absence of oppression and changes both in individuals and institutions. These values
mirror the recognition paradigm. Viewing social justice as a process and seeking fair
treatment, care, and connection among society’s members are key to the procedural
paradigm of social justice and indicators that the Citizen Scholars turned to in defining
social justice. Their conceptions also included criteria not aligned with the theoretical
tradition. These understandings of social justice reflect Jasso’s (1998) contention that
justice judgments are based in the “actual condition,” what students see around them and,
therefore, seek to remedy (p. 193). The patterns revealed here demonstrate that there is
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“sufficient regularity” in the language of social justice to provide enough meaning to
establish commitments and encourage action (Flew, 1995, p. 76). Patterns also reveal that
the academic and service opportunities provided by the CSP are linked to the attributions
students give to social justice. The shifts in meaning attribution reflect course content and
students’ service as students integrate lessons from the classroom and community.
The next chapter utilizes portraiture to present the individual journeys of the
members of the CSP. The pathways of the students are shared and the changes in their
conceptions of and commitments to social justice are explored. A cluster typology frames
the presentation of the student portraits and reveals patterns in their experiences.
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CHAPTER 5
MAKING COMMITMENTS:
PORTRAITS OF CITIZEN SCHOLARS’ COMMITMENTS TO SOCIAL JUSTICE
Portraiture as a methodology attempts to take the stories of participants and
present them in the most authentic way possible. Connection and intimacy are important
elements of portraiture because its development requires that the researcher and
participant be familiar, knowledgeable, and trusting (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman
Davis, 1997). This means that relationships are central to the process. Portraiture is
sometimes viewed as divergent from a traditional research paradigm, where distance is
lauded as the most responsible stance of researcher and subject. The maintenance of
distance between parties supports objectivity and does not “threaten the rigor and validity
of the research” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997a, p. 137). Portrait methodology, however,
emerges from a feminist research paradigm that suggests that research relationships
should be shaped by both researcher and subject. In an effort to neither minimize
authority nor “potentially [mask] their knowledge,” portraitists seek authentic
relationships with participants to discover authentic findings (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997a,
p. 137).
The portraits offered here begin to reveal the meaning making processes for the
members of the second completion cohort of the Citizen Scholars Program (CSP).
Because of the emphasis on collaborative process and reflection, “portraiture is a method
that also aligns with the values of service-learning” (Pickeral, Hill, & Duckenfield, 2003,
p. 221). Developed through a combination of their written words in the courses of the
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CSP and the experiences shared during the program exit interview, these portraits are
essentially the voices of the Citizen Scholars. However, it is important to recognize that
my positionality as the researcher (or portraitist) has shaped the telling of this story.
The portraits were initially drafted by me, from the position of researcher. I
reviewed each participants’ data (application, written work, exit interview transcript)
independently coding for “understandings of justice,” “service experiences,” “critical
incidents,” and “commitments.” In developing the portrait, I attempted to share her
experiences chronologically, believing that this most accurately portrayed her time in the
CSP. I sought input and feedback from each participant into her own portrait to insure
that the picture I painted felt both accurate and authentic. Through member checking
(Merriam, 1998), I received positive responses from the portrait subjects. Students who
responded (6 of the 11 participants), conveyed the portrait was an accurate reflection of
her experience as a member of the CSP. Feedback regarding portrait content was limited
to corrections, such as names of individuals or organizations. The results of member
checking demonstrated that the portraits were consistently successful in representing the
students’ experiences; therefore, the additional five students’ portraits were developed
similarly though they did not benefit from the participants’ input.
Subsequent revisions to the portraits involved editing for consistency and
anonymity10. The Citizen Scholars were not involved in those edits, but I maintain that
the portraits presented here reflect the same spirit and experience as in the initial portrait
drafts.

10 Pseudonyms have been used for all members of the second completion cohort of the CSP. Additionally,
the service experiences of the students have been camouflaged to protect anonymity but still allow the
students’ experiences to be portrayed authentically.
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The previous chapter emphasized the students’ conceptions of social justice and
particularly how those understandings align with theoretical paradigms of justice.
Chapter 4 foregrounds what students understand, the meanings given to social justice,
with attention to when and how often these understandings emerged. In the following
portraits, the students’ journeys as Citizen Scholars are emphasized. I describe their
understandings of social justice contextualized by their experiences in service and
stressing patterns amongst their evolving understandings and commitments. These
patterns are underscored by the conceptual clusters which organize this chapter. These
clusters build on the analysis reported in chapter 4, grouping students according to their
understandings at the start of the CSP and detailing the influence of their experience as
Citizen Scholars on their evolving understandings and commitments.
Citizen Scholars were asked at three different points in the program to define or
explain a good or just society: in the first semester as part of the Good Society course, in
the third class Organizing for Change, and in the program exit interview at the conclusion
of the fourth semester. I have sought to create portraits that are rich, detailed, believable,
and authentic by weaving student reflections (both written and oral) into a fabric that
appropriately fits each participant’s story and experience; thus, allowing the reader to
best understand and follow the student’s path to understanding social justice and
developing a commitment to social justice through her service-learning experience in the
CSP.
I have clustered the portraits into two groups creating a conceptual typology that
seeks to emphasize themes in the students’ experiences. The examination in chapter 4 of
students’ conceptions through the lens of theory, with attention to the semesters when
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these meanings emerged, revealed patterns in the students’ understandings (see Table 9
below). While the individual journeys shared in the portraits are primary, the typology
provides an organizational framework to present these narratives and allows the reader to
see connections among the conceptions and commitments shared by the Citizen Scholars.
The clusters, Procedural Distribution and Distributive Recognition, are named to
acknowledge the paradigmatic orientations of the students’ initial conceptions of social
justice. Portraiture methodology uncovered themes in students’ pre-CSP experiences,
initial understandings of social justice, program service and commitments to action. The
clustering of the portraits aims to make those themes more explicit.
Table 9. Plotting Students’ Conceptions According to Time and Paradigm
(Re)Distribution
First Semester

Second Semester
Third Semester

Fourth Semester

Aida
Brynne
Joey
Meredith
Ryan
Wendy

Beth
Jess
Kelly
Rebecca
Sarah

Beth
Jess
Rebecca
Sarah

Brynne
Joey
Ryan
Wendy

Aida
Brynne
Joey
Meredith
Ryan
Wendy

Beth
Jess
Kelly
Rebecca
Sarah

Recognition

Procedural

Brynne
Joey
Meredith

Jess
Kelly
Ryan

Aida
Brynne
Rebecca
Wendy

Beth
Joey
Sarah

Aida
Brynne
Joey
Meredith
Ryan
Wendy
Aida
Brynne
Joey
Meredith
Ryan
Wendy

Beth
Jess
Kelly
Rebecca
Sarah

Beth
Joey
Ryan

Jess
Meredith

Beth
Jess
Kelly
Rebecca
Sarah

Aida
Brynne
Joey
Meredith
Ryan
Wendy

Beth
Jess
Kelly
Rebecca
Sarah

The organization of this chapter begins with the portraits of students’ whose
initial conceptions of social justice reflect Procedural Distribution. Following these
portraits, an analysis that emphasizes patterns in the students’ experiences is offered. The
remaining student portraits, whose initial conceptions reflect Distributive Recognition are
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then presented followed by an analysis of patterns in those students’ experiences. The
typologies emerged first through the coding and were confirmed through the portraiture
analysis. In this chapter, the portraits emphasize the meanings students attribute to social
justice. Attention is also given to when in this process these meanings arise as the
portraits share similar chronological patterns. The elements of the CSP experience that
shape students’ understandings gives insight into how meaning was made - an aspect
explored further in chapter 6. Meaning attributes in students’ initial conceptions of social
justice are emphasized using italics to clarify the cluster typology. I also use italics to
highlight critical elements of the CSP experience important to students’ meaning
construction and developing commitments.
In developing portraits, the researcher looks for dimensions central to the
subject’s experience (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997; Pickeral et al., 2003).
These dimensions, then, serve as an organizing framework for the portraits. I have taken
these dimensions a step further developing a cluster typology that explicates the
organizing dimensions and details the common themes amongst the students’
experiences. This process centers the students’ individual stories and then clarifies
patterns in the experience for the reader. It is my hope that the portraits honor the
students’ experiences while the typology creates a structure to explore emergent themes.
Procedural Distribution Cluster
The first cluster in the typology includes five students from the CSP: Aida, Beth,
Rebecca, Sarah, and Wendy. These students’ initial conceptions of justice reflect
procedural distribution, an understanding of justice that reflects elements of both the
procedural and distributive traditions of social justice theorizing. The portraits offered
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present the experiences of the students chronologically sharing the student’s conceptions
of justice as they emerge and exit the CSP. Her background and motivation for joining
Citizen Scholars, precedes her conception of the good society in semester one. A
description of her service during her tenure in the CSP follows. I use italics throughout
the portraits to emphasize students’ initial meaning attributions and to highlight aspects
of the CSP experience relevant to meaning construction. Each portrait ends with the
Citizen Scholar’s ending conception of justice and the commitment she establishes.
Aida
From “a commitment to use my educational achievements to serve the needs of my
society” (March 12, 1999) to “working with people and working towards
alleviating...issues of people ” (May 21, 2002).
Aida applied to the Citizen Scholars Program at the conclusion of her sophomore
year because she wanted to get more experience in service. A woman born outside the
United States, who had only been speaking English since her family arrived in
Massachusetts four years earlier, Aida had little service experience, “neighborhood clean
ups and such,” but loved what she was doing and knowing that she was contributing to
her community (March 12, 1999).
In describing the good society during her first semester in the program, she felt
like she was simply offering her “first impression” of social justice. Equality, fairness and
respect guided her initial conception, “a kind of utopia where things are peaceful and in
order, and where all its members accept being involved in fulfilling the needs of the
community, as well as respecting and appreciating each other” (September 21, 1999).
Her vision of social justice, at this point, was aimed towards the ideal, an ultimate vision
of happiness where everyone’s needs are met and everyone gets along.
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For her service, Aida wanted a challenge, an opportunity to tackle and learn about
issues that she would not experience in her biology classes. She signed on early with a
rape crisis center and worked with their advocacy program. The nature of her service
introduced her to issues of poverty, abuse and violence and her relationships with the
women served gave her insight into their history and experiences. Aida developed
empathy for the women at her site and a desire to end the cycles of violence facing
women. After her first year as a Citizen Scholar, Aida went to study abroad, believing
that the experience would boost her graduate school applications. When she returned to
the Citizen Scholars in the Fall 2001 semester, an opportunity to return to the rape crisis
center in a different role provided a new challenge for Aida. She worked in a more
advanced role in the agency, meeting with local government officials including the
mayor, to lobby on behalf of women who experienced abuse but could not find adequate
support within the local community {service).
This new level of service excited Aida, who believed that she would play a new
role in shaping policy in the local community. Instead, she experienced bureaucracy
{contradiction). She spent countless hours researching the pertinent issues to her service
and scheduling meetings with the various constituents. She met with city official after
city official and discovered that each had her own perspective on the issue and the
community’s responsibility to respond to the issue. In her exit interview she described the
experience:
It was a lot of research and a lot of frustrations... but, you know, a
learning [capstone experience]...I didn’t get much to the action
and the policy/legislation piece but I understand that that takes a
time [and it is] what is needed, I think, for the issue to be solved.

21,2002)
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lot of
piece
lot of
(May

Though she did not see any direct results from her advocacy, the process of standing up
on behalf of survivors of sexual violence and voicing their concerns (as well as her own)
(service, capstone experience) allowed Aida to feel confident that she had the skills to

play an important role in addressing social problems.
In her ending theory of social justice, Aida expressed a desire for “injustices to be
addressed” (May 21, 2002). “The major gap between the classes...promotes injustice,
discrimination, and maltreatment against the more underrepresented” (May 21, 2002). So,
for Aida, social justice was the “process to make sustaining change that addresses or
works on issues within a community” (May 21, 2002). This process, from her view
involved both those impacted by the issue and the community as a whole:
And so...those that are affected by the issue, you know, their needs are
addressed so that through this process of addressing their issues and
working to...make the community better, you are teaching others
outside of that community and hopefully getting others engaged. And so
it involves not just the affected in that community, but everyone, you
know, even those who are not affected by the issues. (May 21, 2002)
Aida’s conception of social justice moved from the fulfillment of an ideal to the
process required to address the problems facing people in her community. She viewed
income disparity as the greatest threat to social justice, but believed that “service is a
good vehicle” to work for justice: “If I don’t do good work, then my responsibility as a
citizen is not being fulfilled. If I want change to happen... then the first one that needs to
be involved in working towards that goal has to be myself’ (Aida, May 21, 2002).
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Beth
From “feelings of fulfillment... due to my continuous enthusiasm and active participation
in community service” (March 12, 1999) to “dig[ging] deeper” (May 15, 2001).

Inspired by an experience of community service in high school, Beth applied to
the Citizen Scholars Program during her first year at the University. “I would like to
continue my life of service for the new community in which I am happy to be a part”
(March 12, 1999). Beth, a White woman from an upper middle-class community, entered
the CSP enthusiastically, believing the program would enhance her overall education and
provide her with time and resources to continue volunteering.
Beth entered Citizen Scholars feeling a responsibility to help others. Her values
and experience left her certain that “while it is essential for people to contribute their
knowledge and what they learn to society, it is also vital that people give some of their
time and consideration to those in need” (March 12, 1999).
During her first semester, a just society was a difficult concept for Beth to
describe. She wrote wryly, “The world is a complex and ambiguous place. It is not
perfect and it is often not fairbut she believed service was a tool to correct society’s ills
writing, “People’s attitudes, people’s efforts, and people’s grand actions, can twist those
bad aspects of society into positive ones. Serving society is the best way to make those
positive things happen” (September 21, 1999).
As a Citizen Scholar and an education major, Beth chose service experiences that
allowed her to be involved in the schools. Whether working as a teacher’s assistant or
tutoring in afterschool programs, she worked to integrate her education major into her
service. This process both confirmed Beth’s faith in education and gave her skills to

question and challenge the education process. After her first year in Citizen Scholars,
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Beth traveled to Europe to study abroad for a year. She rejoined the Citizen Scholars
Program with new “outsider experience” from “having been an American abroad”
(February 17, 2001). Beth reflected on how this new understanding impacted her service
to the community:
When many people volunteer or do community service, they disregard
the history of the people, the place(s), the culture, the language, the
religion, and/or the feelings of those that they are helping. They simply
jump into a “problem” and push their “assistance” onto others...not
knowing and sometimes not caring how the “problem” even got to be
there. They are too interested in the present moment of the present day,
not recognizing that many of the contemporary problems that exist are a
result of what went wrong in the past, and how, by knowing this, they
can positively change so much. (May 15, 2001)
Through developing a better understanding of the people and the community being
served, Beth believed it was possible to develop more meaningful relationships. She
continued, “I want to know more than just what is showing on the surface. I dig deeper”
(May 15,2001).
By doing service, we stand up and say, “yes, we recognize that there is a
problem here and our intentions are to make things better for the people
who live here... By doing a service, the people of a community are being
heard and changes, big or small, can begin to take shape [shared
power]. (October 15, 2001)
Small and consistent actions where people’s lives are made easier (service) allowed Beth
to see and believe that she was working for social change. The results, demonstrated by
meaningful relationships, in which people trusted in her and shared “setbacks and
triumphs” motivated Beth to continue and represented, in her opinion, “small steps
toward social justice” (December 10, 2001).
At the conclusion of her experience as a Citizen Scholar, Beth offered a simple
definition of justice that she believed should satisfy the needs of all. “I d say social
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justice is.. .just the fairness for everybody, no matter what your class is, or your whatever.
It’s just the fairness and equality for all” (May 24, 2002). This understanding emerged
from awareness about people’s life circumstances gained through her service:
Because everybody thinks that we all start from the same point and that
it’s all what you do. I used to think that...But it’s not true. So it’s good
to view things from that perspective. That everybody is starting from
different points in life. (May 24, 2002)
Beth’s journey as a Citizen Scholar gave her the tools to consider individual life
experiences more deeply. As a future teacher, Beth believed that bringing that
understanding into her teaching would demonstrate her commitment to social justice, but
she also stressed the importance of being involved. “Whether that be through community
service, picking up trash on the streets, just making change for the better. Not being
passive to things that are really important” (May 24, 2002). She desired fairness, but
came to recognize that her call for fairness was not simple to enact. Beth hoped, however,
that by staying involved in her community, caring for her students, and encouraging her
students’ involvement in service that she would be taking the steps to see her vision of
justice realized.
Rebecca
From “I hope to gain knowledge about myself from my service ” (September 28, 2000) to
doing something that “affects people’s lives in a tangible way’’ (May 14, 2002).

In her first year at UMass, Rebecca took two service-learning classes that inspired
her to apply to the CSP. In her application, she wrote, “I find that the integration of
service and learning has enabled me to research more in-depth the relationship between
society and learning. I have thoroughly enjoyed this incorporation of service and
education” (February 29, 2000).
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Through her service experiences at UMass, she traveled to a reservation to do
home restoration and tutored elementary and junior high students. These experiences
allowed Rebecca to practice her faith “in a real way” (February 29, 2000), but prompted
much confusion as to how she should direct her studies. She changed majors several
times during her four semesters in the CSP, frustrated to still be “undeclared” but with
junior classification.
Concerned with the impact of monetary greed in society, Rebecca wrote in her
first semester as a Citizen Scholar, “It’s important to me and my definition of a ‘good
society’ that the individuals who live in it are more focused on the well being of the
people than on personal gains” (September 19, 2000). For Rebecca, a good society was
one that was ‘ fair” and “just,” she desired a “religiously based socialist community
“Everyone would be happy.. .Government would not be necessary because each person
would have an intrinsic will to do ‘good’ for others and their society” and most important
to Rebecca’s vision was that “all members believe in God” (September 10, 2000).
For her service placement in Citizen Scholars, Rebecca elected to serve as a
mentor to a young girl whose family recently immigrated to the United States. This
placement was a big shift for Rebecca, who admitted to growing up in a community with
few people of color. She described meeting Lianne11 for the first time:
I realized that instead of a meek, fragile girl I had expected, she was
strong and dark...Her hair was long and full, but jet black—one of the
only presuppositions that was actually true. I hate admitting to all the
prejudging but I think its human nature to form an image of someone
when you hear of them, the hard part is working towards making that
image a neutral one, stereotype free. (October 18, 2000)

11 A pseudonym.
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Through Rebecca’s relationship with Lianne she began to recognize the prejudice she
held, becoming “fully conscious of [her] whiteness” (October 26, 2000), but was also
introduced to conditions of poverty that she had not believed possible in the local
community: “I could describe the stench of her home, the filth and enormous mess of the
kitchen, her family situation.. .1 was shocked to be witnessing things that I only hoped to
read about” (December 20, 2000).
Rebecca’s service was challenging. She didn’t feel as if she and Lianne bonded in
the ways she had anticipated and Rebecca struggled with feeling as if she had failed in
her service. She wrote, “Is it my fault? Did I expect too much? I.. .feel like I should be
getting much more out of my service. I definitely am learning from it, but its not life
changing and that’s almost what I expected” (October 26, 2000). She considered at many
different points in the CSP changing her service placement, but continued her
relationship with Lianne even though Rebecca felt at different times she was not needed.
As she considered other options, she would eventually resign to continuing her
mentorship of Lianne, “I don’t really know what else I could be doing that I would be
completely satisfied with” (March 13, 2001).
Though unsatisfied, Rebecca grew through her service, developing new
understandings about class, poverty, and her privilege:
I think that I may unconsciously perpetuate classism in my service
through some of the activities that I have suggested to Lianne. I feel
horrible because sometimes I really don’t think and I just assume that we
are on the same level. I have asked her to go rollerblading—she doesn’t
have them, bike riding—she doesn’t know how and to Six Flags, which
she is afraid of because she has never been to an amusement park. I’ve
grown up going to [amusement parks], so I didn’t think twice about
roller coasters, but then I stop for a moment to reflect on how that may
not be so for her, I cringe at my insensitivity. We’ve gone shopping a
few times, and Lianne seems to really enjoy that, but am I just making
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things more difficult for her since she can’t afford it? I know that her
parents make less than $10,000 per year, which is one-fifth of my
mom s salary and she is struggling and in debt and had only one child
at home. [In Lianne’s family there are] five children. They are forced to
convert their living room into a bedroom at night so that Lianne doesn’t
have to share a bed with her five year old brother. How can I relate to
that, be sensitive to that, while I am a 20 year old college student with a
bedroom bigger than her parents?? I don’t have to make her feel like
what she has is any less, and maybe its not, I haven’t figured it out yet. I
just know that this is definitely something that I struggle with. (October
15,2001)
Throughout Rebecca’s two year relationship with Lianne, she noted that it often felt like
they were “going through the motions” (February 7, 2002), and Rebecca ended her
service relationship feeling that her “interactions were positive, but didn’t really help to
bring about a more just society” (April 15, 2002).
Rebecca began her experience as a Citizen Scholar viewing a just society as a
religious community where people had access to basic needs. She sought fairness for all
members and a community where government was unnecessary because of the intrinsic
good of people. Her ending definition shifted to include the recognition she had gained
during her service, “We have to make sure the opportunity is there for people to
overcome the odds. Even better, we need a society where those odds aren’t there—where
everyone can achieve no matter what” (May 23, 2002). Ideally, she desired a society
whose faith in God was as strong as hers, “but requiring that of others would be unjust
and probably not very Christ-like” (May 23, 2002). Her vision of social justice required
“fairness, respect, opportunity, and the end of oppression” (May 23, 2002).
Rebecca expressed her commitment to social justice and felt that her faith was a
mandate to demonstrate her commitment, “I live my life as Christ requires, at least the
best I can” (May 23, 2002). Though she was unsure about her next steps, Rebecca

151

planned to continue to serve and said she was looking for a different kind of opportunity
than her mentor relationship as a Citizen Scholar. “I want to be involved in some way
that affects people’s lives in a tangible way” (May 14, 2002).
Sarah
From “blend[ing] into the bigger picture” (March 1, 2000) to “standing up and taking
initiative” (May 16, 2002).
Sarah applied to the Citizen Scholars Program dissatisfied with her college
experience thus far, “As a freshman I became just another number. To the professors
who taught me, I was just another face and to those who I passed on campus, I was just
another student...I found it easy not to stand out” (March 1, 2000). Involved in service
throughout high school, Sarah realized that she missed being a part of the community, “I
want to get involved again and be associated with other students who have the same
interests and desires as myself’ (March 1, 2000).
A junior education major, Sarah “grew up in a very small, primarily white, uppermiddle class town” (October 1, 2001). Through her classes, she felt she was being
introduced to diversity, but “didn’t really consider my privilege until Citizen Scholars”
(September 17, 2000).
In her description of the good society, education topped her requirements. “Every
person must have access to education. Through education, people find themselves and it
opens the doors to all kinds of other opportunities” (September 12, 2000). Access to
education, and the “basic needs for existence, including food and shelter” would be
provided to all; “in addition, people would be cored for and loved, everyone deserves at
least that” (September 12, 2000).
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To fulfill her service for the CSP, Sarah joined other members of her cohort by
entering mentor relationships with young girls in the local community. Sarah was
#
*12
partnered with Alisa , a young African American girl who moved to the area with her
mother after her parents’ divorce. Sarah was excited about this new relationship, certain
she could connect with Alisa and make a difference in her life. Sarah enjoyed this
relationship and continued to mentor Alisa throughout her time in the CSP, “My
service...doesn’t really seem as though ‘it’s service’ for some reason...I look at the time
I spend with Alisa as I would the time I spend with my friends. It’s just something I do
and I enjoy” (April 24, 2001). Sarah had weekly meetings with Alisa and frequently spent
time with Alisa and her mother together (service). Through this relationship, Sarah felt
that she was making a difference for Alisa and saw “a lot of positive changes in her since
we’ve been matched” (December 17, 2001). She wrote about her role in Alisa’s life:
Being a mentor for a ten-year-old girl, I am able to help her to overcome
those things that oppress and restrain her [service]. Although they are
not as large and trying as issues such as classism and racism, they are
still repressive...I help my [mentee] to see how to work with others to
come to a common place. I have helped her with different situations
(friend disputes, etc.) and have introduced her to different cultural
aspects. (December 2, 2001)
Though Sarah did not see her service tackling oppressive systems, she did believe it was
“a start towards social justice. You make a difference in one person’s life and that
branches out and impacts others and eventually makes things better in today’s world.”
(November 17, 2001).

12 A pseudonym.
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For Sarah, she learned that the greatest impact she could have in creating a more
just world was through developing positive relationships with children. She believed this
to be true in her relationship with Alisa and believed it would be proven more through her
work as a teacher:
For me, hope lies within children. I look at all the growth of young
children and see that they have the potential to change things. They are
our future and as a teacher I can help guide them and inspire them.
Children are young and impressionable and it is my job to help them and
guide them in the right direction. Teaching tolerance, compassion, and
understanding is just the beginning and although it seems as though it is
a long shot, change has to start somewhere. (September 12, 2001)
Sarah believed that the “quest for social justice is a never-ending struggle” and
thought it was important for each person to determine whether and how he or she would
be involved in that struggle (October 20, 2001). Her ending definition of social justice
was “having everybody be able to gain access to what they need, and not have things like
racism or money or anything stand in their way” (June 3, 2002). She expressed a desire
for the removal of all barriers to free expression “whether physical, mental or
environmental” and felt that “solutions to poverty, environmental degradation, and
conflict” would be necessary for social justice to be realized (June 3, 2002). She
explained, “In dealing with these issues I believe that the best place to start is with the
root causes, not just the symptoms” (June 3, 2002).
Sarah believed in the potential for change, but did not know if it would be her
generation that would realize a more just world. Though committed to justice, she did not
imagine herself working on transforming the root causes she identified as the causes of
injustice. Instead, she focused on the future and her career as a teacher to live her
commitment “trying to teach students tolerance, and acceptance, and stuff like that” (June
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3, 2002). Though her primary action for social justice would be through her work in the
classroom, Sarah also felt that she had “developed the skills to take initiative and make
things happen. I won’t just sit back” (June 3, 2002).
Wendy
From “A compulsion for helping others” (March 6, 2000) to “You have to be able to
notice those injustices, whatever they may be, and actually change them or at least help
try to ” (May 16, 2002).
When Wendy began the Citizen Scholars Program, she was a junior, majoring in
the hard sciences. A White woman from a solidly middle-class background, she had
worked in soup kitchens throughout high school, but had not done service in her first two
years of college.
Wendy reflected a “helper” orientation in her application, stating, “Community
service has always been the drive behind everything I do. A compulsion for helping
others creates this obsession” (March 6, 2000). The notion of helping that guided
Wendy’s desire to enter the CSP and reconnect with a community service experience is
also reflected in her description of a good society during her first semester. In trying to
articulate her vision for a good society, she looked to her experience at the soup kitchen
as a model. Wendy admired the community of the soup kitchen where she served. She
felt that the responsibilities dictated by the kitchen: that everyone receiving services
should contribute, that building relationships with community members is paramount,
and that respecting each other were key components of social justice (September 17,

2000).
Throughout her four semesters, Wendy worked as a faithful and consistent
volunteer at a local soup kitchen. Because of her schedule, she was rarely there during
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meal times, and saw herself as a “behind the scenes” volunteer. During her second
semester as a Citizen Scholar and six months of service at the soup kitchen, she began to
question her contribution to a larger movement toward social justice asking, “What
exactly do I do now? Should I simply continue to do all the things I have been doing or
should I change something?.. .Should I work more on the political end of the spectrum?”
(February 27, 2001). Wendy became more involved by attending board meetings and
contributing to procedure manuals and organization policies (service).
In the third semester, Wendy looked back at herself at the beginning of her
service and admitted that she entered with “the optimistic view that [she] can change
things for the better” and acknowledged that her attitude was vain (September 24, 2001).
“The fact is if we’re not a little vain and optimistic then we might never do the good we
aim to do” (September 24, 2001)^
Wendy also began to reframe the role of service as a step towards justice. She
offered:
Generally, I like to believe that community service and service learning
does bring us closer to liberation, as this idea is much of the reasoning
behind my doing these things. This is done by not simply volunteering,
but working for social change toward the promotion of social justice and
destroying of injustices. (December 3, 2001)
She felt able “to better serve the [soup kitchen] and integrate into the community”
because she knew that removing the boundaries and barriers that create injustice are
central to her service (December 3, 2001). Her interactions with homeless community
members (relationships) allowed Wendy to debunk myths and stereotypes for herself, for
the volunteer-clients “about ‘privileged college students,’” and for other people who
ignore or insult the homeless population (December 14, 2001).
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Although her actions at the soup kitchen did not change radically during her four
semesters, Wendy s ideas about social justice, service, and volunteerism, deepened and
became more complex.
In the exit interview, Wendy offered her ending theory of social justice:
I define social justice as the opposite of the injustice. Not that that’s the
best way to think of it but it’s probably a more practical way when
you’re looking at doing social change, where sometimes you don’t
necessarily know what’s the best end result that you are looking for, but
you do know that it has to be better than what is there presently. (May
16,2002)
Wendy saw service and voting as two activities important to living her commitment to
social justice and believed that she would continue to do both after leaving Citizen
Scholars. She advocated living in alignment with one’s beliefs:
You can’t just say, “Well, I want to have better housing,” but then live in
a house that is one of the areas—is one of the houses that raises the rent
in the area...You
have to uphold your beliefs and work toward help making people, not
making people, but causing people to take on your beliefs that they are
for the betterment...
You can’t be a good citizen and see a homeless person and not say, “OK
well that’s got to change.” You have to be able to notice those injustices,
whatever they may be, and actually change them or at least help try to.
(May 16, 2002)
Dimensions of Procedural Distribution
Aida, Beth, Rebecca, Sarah, and Wendy are students whose earliest
understandings of social justice communicated during their time in the Citizen Scholars
Program could be classified as “Procedural Distribution.” An understanding of justice
labeled Procedural Distribution is one that reflects elements of both the procedural and
distributive paradigms of social justice. The five students whose portraits appeared
above, each began the CSP with understandings of social justice which gave primacy to
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the ways people were treated—marked by demands for fairness, respect, and care_and
that insured people had the means to live productive lives, generally through the
provision of basic needs and equal access to educational opportunities.
Four of the five students represented here had single service experiences during
their tenure in the CSP. Beth had four different service experiences, but all were focused
on education (either tutoring roles or assisting in K-12 classrooms). Through their service
experiences, each student developed greater awareness about discrimination and illtreatment faced by those they served. This recognition of oppression based in social
group membership allowed students to develop more complex understandings of social
justice, eventually bringing each member to expand her definition of justice to respond to
issues of distribution, process, and recognition.
Procedural Distribution students emphasized the service experience and the
relationships developed through service as they described their evolving conceptions of
justice. These experiences reaffirmed their trust in distributive properties, like access to
opportunity, and procedural elements including fairness and care. Aida also saw her
capstone experience as influential to her commitment to social justice. The capstone
allowed her greater insight into the process and shaped how she saw herself giving back
to society.
Table 10 summarizes the dimensions of procedural distribution including
conceptions of justice, the service journey, and social justice commitments for the five
students in this cluster. Though each individual developed a broader understanding of
justice, Aida, Beth, Sarah, and Wendy retained a belief that the greatest change was
possible through the actions of individuals. Each retained her confidence in service to
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bring about social justice and committed to continue her actions toward that end. Their
commitments shifted from a “desire to help” to promises to treat others with respect, to
develop meaningful relationships, to stay informed, to vote, and to continue serving.
These actions, for Aida, Beth, Sarah, and Wendy, would move society closer to the
beliefs about justice held by each student.
Rebecca’s evolving understanding of social justice came to require “a complete
reconstruction of the systems... in place” (November 18, 2001). In her view,
responsibility for social justice required systemic overhaul, though she did respect the
role individuals could play in reducing stereotypes. Even though Rebecca’s view of
social justice developed to include institutional level change, she, like her Procedural
Distribution counterparts, expressed her commitment to social justice through service.
She was unsure whether her actions would bring society closer to justice, but believed
that it would “make a difference” for those she encountered (April 16, 2002).
These students’ journeys in the Citizen Scholars Program allowed them to
develop more complex understandings of social justice marked by expansion of their
entering conceptions to include elements of recognition. Each student ended her CSP
experience with an expressed commitment to work for social justice. Aida, Beth,
Rebecca, Sarah, and Wendy were able to see themselves contributing to a movement for
social justice through their service, and through the understanding with which they
engaged in service. The actions these students felt they would take in order to live their
commitments to social justice did not change at the end of their experiences in Citizen
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Scholars. Each student saw herself continuing in service work similar to that service
performed in the CSP, and believed that her desire to work for justice through service
was an important contribution.
Table 10. Dimensions of Procedural Distribution
Social Justice in First
Semester
Aida
“...a kind of utopia... where
all its members accept being
involved in fulfilling the
needs of the community, as
well as respecting and
appreciating each other.”
(September 12, 1999)

Served as an advocate at a rape
crisis center. Relationships with
survivors of violence allowed
her to develop empathy. Spent
a year abroad before retuning to
the program. The nature of her
service in the second year
lobbying city officials gave her
confidence in her skills to be an
agent of change.

“The world.. .is not perfect
and it is often not
fair.. .people’s attitudes,
people’s efforts, and people’s
grand actions, can twist those
bad aspects of society into
positive ones. (September 21,
1999)

Beth

Rebecca

Sarah

Service Journey

“I would like to live in a fair,
just society... all the
members believe in God,
because He is our creator and
deserves our eternal
praise...Everyone would be
happy...Government would
not be necessary because each
person would have an
intrinsic will to do ‘good’ for
others and their society."
(Sept, 10, 2000)
“Every person must have
access to education...The
basic needs for existence,
including food and shelter,
must be provided. In addition,
people would be cared for and
loved, everyone deserves at
least that.” (Sept. 12, 2000)

Wendy
“When I think of the good
society. I’m reminded of the
[soup kitchen]...the way
everyone helps out. Everyone
is equal. The lines are blurred.
We focus on building
relationships and respecting
each other. That’s what’s
really important.” (September
17, 2000)

Social Justice in
Fourth Semester

Commitment

“.. .a process to make
sustaining change that
addresses, or works on
issues... within a
community” (May 21,
2002)

“If I don’t do good work,
then my responsibility as
a citizen is not being
fulfilled. If I want change
to happen.. .then the first
one that needs to be
involved in working
towards that change has
to be myself’ (May 21,
2002)

Chose service experiences
integrated with her education
major. Had two different
service roles focused on
tutoring afterschool Spent a
year abroad and returned to
service in K-12 classrooms
during her second year. Her
service allowed her to develop
a better understanding of the
people and community and to
develop more meaningful
relationships.

“.. .fairness for everybody,
no matter what your class
is, or your whatever. It’s
just the fairness and
equality for all.” (May 24,
2002)

To be involved, “whether
that be through
community service,
picking up trash on the
streets, just making
change for the better. Not
being passive to things
that are really important.”
(May 24, 2002)

Served as a mentor to a young
girl whose family recently
immigrated to the U.S. for four
semesters. The relationship was
difficult, but allowed her to
recognize the prejudice she
held. She felt she was able to
grow through her service
enhancing her knowledge of
class, poverty, and privilege.

“...we have to make sure
the opportunity is there for
people to overcome the
odds. Even better, we need
a society where those odds
aren’t there—where
everyone can achieve no
matter what...Social
justice requires fairness,
respect, opportunity, and
the end of oppression.”
(May 23, 2002)

Planned to continue her
service noting, "I want to
be involved in some way
that affects people’s lives
in a tangible way.” (May
14, 2002)

“...social justice is having
everybody be able to gain
access to what they need,
and not have things like
racism or money or
anything stand in their
way.” (June 3, 2002)

Believed her commitment
to social justice would be
realized through "trying
to teach students
tolerance, acceptance, and
stuff like that.” (June 3,
2002)

“I define each social
justice as the opposite of
the injustice. Not that
that’s the best way to think
of it but it’s probably a
more practical way when
you’re looking at doing
social change, where
sometimes you don’t
necessarily know what’s
the best end result that you
are looking for, but you do
know that it has to be
better than what is there
presently.” (May 16, 2002)

Committed to voting,
service and living a life
consistent with her
values, “You have to be
able to notice those
injustices, whatever they
may be, and actually
change them or at least
help try to.” (May 16,
2002)

Served as a mentor to a young
African American girl whose
parents recently divorced. The
relationships developed with
both her mentee and her
mentee's mother allowed her to
view her actions as a “start
towards social justice”
Served for four semesters at a
local soup kitchen. She spent
the first two semesters working
in the kitchen and the food
pantry which challenged her to
consider whether her actions
should shift to be more
"political." In the second year,
she attended board meetings
and contributed to the
development of a policy
manual for the agency. Her
interactions in service allowed
her to debunk myths and
stereotypes.
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Distributive Recognition Cluster
The next six portraits present the journeys of students’ whose initial conceptions
reflect the distributive and recognition paradigms of social justice. The experiences of
Brynne, Joey, Jess, Kelly, Meredith, and Ryan are presented chronologically exploring
the conceptions of justice with which they enter and emerge from the CSP. Using the
same process that shaped the portraits of their Procedural Distribution counterparts,
students’ conceptions, service, and commitment are presented. I utilize italics to highlight
the students’ entering conceptions reflecting their distributive recognition attributions and
to emphasize elements in their journeys that shaped their meaning construction. The
analysis following the portraits emphasizes patterns in these students’ stories.
Brynne

From “developing the self-confidence to act” (March 6, 2000) to “working] toward
social justice in any way I can” (April 16, 2002).
Brynne, an upper middle class White woman, traveled frequently with her family,
living overseas and attending private schools. She spent a lot of her time in service
believing, “The more we understand other peoples and their cultures, the better our
chances of coexisting peacefully and aiding each other when possible” (March 6, 2000).
A French and Economics major, she joined the CSP seeking a way to incorporate
experiential learning into her UMass education, “ensuring that my life experience and
academic learning do not grow separately but together as the two are inextricably linked
(March 6, 2000). Brynne saw the CSP as an “intellectual challenge” and looked forward
to “tackling the challenges and issues surrounding service and cross-cultural community
efforts” (March 6, 2000).
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Brynne’s vision of the good society during her first semester as a Citizen Scholar
was a “desire for social justice” (September 18, 2000). She described a society in which
oppression did not exist and people had “access to all they needed and desired to live
happily” (September 18, 2000).
During her first semester in the CSP, Brynne worked as a tutor for an alternative
school. She struggled when she decided not to return, “Though I know it is not my
responsibility to fix all of the problems I see around me, it’s hard for me to actively
decide not to work toward their resolution” (February 23, 2001). Brynne had a difficult
first semester as a tutor and though she reported the problems she encountered, she felt no
commitment from the school staff to support her and felt unable to continue. She moved
from tutoring to a one-to-one mentoring relationship with a young African American girl
whose mother struggled with unemployment and addiction. This relationship continued
for the remainder of Brynne’s time in Citizen Scholars and allowed her to deepen her
understanding of issues related to social justice:
I was the little white girl who showed up at college with little or no
understanding of how I was still benefiting from the oppression of people
of color and went through the whole process of feeling guilty (making it
all about me), desperation etc. etc., ending with anger at my parents for
not having schooled me on this and criticism of the way they make their
livings, wondering how they were contributing to all the issues I was
learning about. Realizing that feeling guilty is completely unproductive
and therefore a complete waste of everybody’s time was a step that led
me to appreciate all of the amazing opportunities I have had and continue
to have in this world. With this consciousness I acknowledge the time and
power I have to think about social justice and act with it in mind.
(September 17, 2001)

Later that semester Brynne reflected:
There are so many experiences I have had in my short life that have
pushed me to grow and learn. I have not always been aware that the
learning is taking place while it is happening but later I look back and
reflect and realize how far I have come in my developmental process.
(December 16, 2001)
Through her experience in the CSP, Brynne moved from recognizing issues of
oppression and injustice to actively working towards social justice through service and
other activist endeavors. She wrote, “These are the experiences that have allowed me to
learn about myself, how I perceive the world and in turn interact with it” (December 16,
2001) and believed that her service-learning experience gave her the opportunity “to
investigate social justice” (May 16, 2002).
At the conclusion of her experience in Citizen Scholars, Brynne explained,
“I understand [social justice] to-be a situation where people have access to the
different things they need to live happily and to be stable” (May 21, 2002). She
felt that through her service she got a “wider view of how far we are from a state
of social justice” and strengthened her commitment to work for a better world
(May 21, 2002). She continued:
I really believe the process is everything, it is not enough to have the
goal, but to institute a process that values that goal every step of the
way, I think is really important. And I learned a lot about myself and
where I see my place in injustice that exists...And I’m still really trying
to figure out how I need to live my life to feel good about it. Maybe I
feel like I have started the quest, you know. Cause I never used to think
about this stuff before. (May 21, 2002)
Brynne worked to expand her understanding of her place in the world and “to
work toward social justice in any way” she could (April 16, 2002). Her commitment
included an environmental consciousness “to live simply and not consume too much" but
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also a commitment “to seek out alternatives to the systems that perpetuate the status quo”
(May 16, 2002). She wanted to challenge herself to be more vocal about her actions and
beliefs because she believed “in the ripple effect.. .and that one person can affect others”
(May 21, 2002). Brynne explained, “’Cause I feel that very few people know about it,
and that is really, sort of, defeating the purpose... it is part of the action [of social
change] to make sure that it is noticed and that others get on board” (May 21,2002).
Jess
From “Ilove to do community work, activism, social change... it’s where I find my place ”
(March 10, 2000) to “I don’t completely understand what it is, but I know that that is
what Fm working toward” (May 20 2002).
Jess was a sophomore still undecided in her major when she joined CSP in order
to learn and understand more about community development and social change while
being supported “emotionally and somewhat financially” for the work that she loved to
do (March 10, 2000). A White, middle-class woman, Jess spent time in high school
tutoring kids and opening a book buddies program. She credits her work with her high
school Amnesty International chapter as the place “where I feel like, for me, I was
starting to figure out what I was doing.. ..I felt like I could be part of something that
would be powerful” (May 20, 2002).
From the beginning, Jess’s self descriptions of her previous service distinguished
her from other cohort members and situated her in the category of “activist.” She
described her work as organizing, outreach and community work versus other definitions
like volunteering. In contrast to Citizen Scholars who described themselves as going
along for the ride toward social change, if someone else led the charge, Jess placed

164

herself clearly in the center of a change making process, “I will do everything in my
power to make change and improvements, to organize and educate, and work with all our
brothers and sisters” (March 10, 2000).
Jess’s initial account of a just society, during her first semester as a Citizen
Scholar, was established on a set of unconditional beliefs: “belief in equality, equal
opportunities, community, power of community and local involvement, freedom from
economic barriers and discrimination, respect, acceptance, rights of the individual
(women, children, people of color, homosexuals, the ill), freedom of belief’ (September

10, 2000).
She worked in an afterschool program for girls the first semester. Despite her
belief in youth support programs as avenues for social change, Jess expressed difficulty
in the service experience. She struggled with the lack of respect she felt from the young
girls and a disconnect she felt as a White middle class woman in a program that served
low income girls and girls of color (relationships, contradiction). She worked with issues
of White privilege and wondered about her role in race relations:
Where do I fit into this struggle? I feel it, I see it, but I don’t know how
to participate or take a side, or make any kind of statement. Even though
I see the struggle and want to be a part of it, I don’t think I have any
right. (October 22, 2000)
She decided to end her work with the afterschool program after the first semester and
fulfilled her service requirement to Citizen Scholars with work as a teaching assistant at a
nearby high school, as a GED instructor for an alternative vocational program, and
through developing an advanced service-learning course at UMass that matched college
students with at-risk youth.
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In her final semester as a Citizen Scholar, Jess reflected, “I feel that I am
completely lacking direction in my studies and the rest of my life” (May 15, 2002). She
hoped that her actions served a purpose, but she also spoke of the need for revolution.
Acknowledging, “I don’t think systems can change the way I think they need to if the
overarching institutions remain in place,” Jess’s ending question, “But how?” rings with
desperation (May 15, 2002).
Jess defined social justice during the exit interview as a place:
Where everyone’s needs would be met...Not only that, but people
would be happy, and people would be living in communities that make
them happy, and that are sustainable, and that could be heal thy... a
revolutionized society... So in my current life, social justice
is... something just out of reach that I don’t completely understand what
it is, but I know that that is what I’m working toward. (May 20, 2002)
She could articulate her vision, and say what she wanted to do, but the way in which she
will do it is still unclear. She knew that structural change was important, but she seemed
daunted by the task of change:
But really what I’m seeking to do, in the long run, is to be involved at
some level where I know that I’m affecting some kind of a more
structural change than just an individual life, because I think that’s
important, but I also want to affect a bigger change. (May 20, 2002)
That bigger change, for Jess, moves us closer to the society she desired.
Joey
From “a need to at least try to improve the lives of others” (March 1, 2000) to “an
obligation to myself and to the greater community” (May 19, 2002).
Joey, a political theory major, applied to the CSP at the end of her first year. She
described a very privileged background:
I consider myself a very lucky, but also sheltered person. I have grown
up with the sea, immersed not only in the beauty of my surrounding
environment, but in the love of a caring and happy home. Coming from
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an upper-middle class town had also kept me safely sheltered. I have not
had to witness or experience much hardship or suffering: as a child, I
thought that not having a newer model car was something to be upset
about. (March 1, 2000)
She was engaged in service from junior high age in school and church activities, but was
not exposed to underlying conditions or problems that generated the need for her service.
Joey credits her experience in Alternative Spring Break, a class experience in which
college students investigate grassroots solutions to community problems and spend their
spring break engaged in service, as a “starting point in a lifetime of working for social
change” (March 1, 2000).
In her initial application, Joey showed her enthusiastic orientation toward
social change, expressing her hope that the program would allow her to “learn as
much as I can in order to play a part in initiating social change” (March 1, 2000).
She viewed a just society as one “where everyone’s needs were met, and everyone
is happy. She desired “<3 society that is diverse, and as fair and equal as possible”
(September 12, 2000).
During her first semester as a Citizen Scholar, Joey’s service in a grade school
reading program gave her the opportunity to interact with young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds very different from her own. Her conflict was with the other
members of the CSP, whom she felt were complaining about direct service when they
could be enacting social change (contradiction):
It definitely bothers me that we are working with band-aid
solutions—but it bothers me more that we think we are “too good” or
“too smart” or “too sophisticated” to be “wasting” our precious “world
saving” time on this class and “those” people. (November 11, 2000)
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Reflecting on her experience the first semester, Joey said, “I may have more questions
now, but now I have a less naive outlook than when I began this course....I think I have
become more realistic in my demands of what a good society should be. My analysis has
grown” (December 15, 2000).
In what she believes to be a “more realistic” assessment of a good society, Joey
pondered about the need for any hierarchy at all, the importance of environmental
concerns, and the need for flexibility in the meanings of social justice.
Joey worked in a variety of service placements during her tenure as a Citizen
Scholar, changing agency affiliation every semester of the program. Reflecting her
growing interest in non-hierarchical organizations (sharedpower) and radical politics,
she worked with a community collective that cooked meals for the homeless and became
part of an organizing group for prison literacy. In her last semester, her service included
issues related to women’s issues, housing concerns, and animal rights. Her shift was
prompted by “wanting] something more radical—at least I think I do” (February 2,

2002).
Joey’s path was characterized by deep reflection, questioning of her status and
those of her peers, seeking increasingly radical, non-mainstream exposure, and shifting to
different service placements. She saw her service as an attempt “to change social
constructs, within ourselves and within others so that we can change the institution that
keeps us all fragmented and pitted against each other” (October 29, 2001).
Of the 11 Citizen Scholars participating in this research, Joey exhibited one of the
clearest visions of an alternative society:
When I do social justice work, whether it is learning to help myself grow
as a conscious human being, or working in the community, I always
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envision an eventual world where no one is oppressed. A world where
people have true freedom; not ‘freedom’ under a government or other
form of hierarchical body. I envision a world society of empowered
people; people who recognize the values in working together, for each
other and with each other, on an honest and face to face level. (April 12

2002)
She believed social justice “is something that’s ongoing, it’s everyday. It’s constantly
being flexible. It’s constantly recognizing that, though, you may have fought for this
piece and won it, you’ve got to keep going” (May 19, 2002). Joey’s commitment to social
justice was inspired by her conviction, “I don’t believe that there’s true social justice in
our society, or in our world, but in order to work for it, you have to believe we’re going
to get there” (May 19, 2002).
Joey’s path illustrated someone who entered the program with a strong
commitment to social change, who deepened her understandings of social justice, and
through actions and ideas, moved to a position of participating in structures and
organizations that countered the status quo. She also embodied someone who had a
vision, but was grounded in the realities of social change work: “Someone has to give out
a band-aid to cover the wound, otherwise our world will hemorrhage before we find a
permanent solution to the problem” (April 12, 2002).
Joey saw her commitment to social justice as “an obligation to myself and to the
greater community” (May 19, 2002). She left the CSP believing, “I don’t feel that as
someone who has kind of woken up and looked outside of her white bread life to some
other truths, that I can just go back and shut the door again” (May 19, 2002).
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Kelly
From a “want to connect with people on the most basic levels through friendship and
conversation” (October 1, 2001) to an activist “in small ways’’(May 17, 2002).
Kelly is a pre-medicine and Commonwealth College13 student who came to
school focused on her goals of becoming a doctor, viewing her UMass education as “a
means to an end” (October 1, 2001), a way of securing the units and experience necessary
to get into a good medical school. Kelly spent a lot of her time in service, beginning in
eighth grade. She recognized her privileged upbringing as a White woman from an upper
middle class community, admitting that she didn’t give serious thought to the
discrepancies between her own schooling and those of the inner-city campuses down the
road from her high school until her experience in the CSP.
Kelly joined the CSP in the fall of her junior year after taking a course about
homelessness and working in a local family shelter as her service for the course. Kelly
felt drawn to the program because of the opportunity to talk with others equally dedicated
to service in the community and a chance to meet people outside of her science courses.
In her first effort to conceptualize social justice, Kelly described the salient
components of a good or just society as: “a belief in equality, integrity, commitment to
others, celebration of diversity, environmental friendliness, kind, safe, relatively equal
distribution of wealth, strong belief in education and personal awareness” (September
12, 2000). Kelly felt this definition was incomplete as she struggled with “lingering
thoughts” that are the problems of our society. She was conflicted by the chasm she
observes between the professed “American Dream” and the reality of many people’s lives
(contradiction). She asked, “How does one explain how homelessness, racism, and

13 Commonwealth College is the Honors College at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.
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violence fit into our forefather’s intentions for their own good society?” (September 12,
2000). Her initial conception felt incomplete without addressing issues of oppression as
they manifest today.
Kelly’s commitment to her service roles increased throughout her involvement in
the CSP. She maintained a mentor relationship throughout four semesters of the program
with a young Cambodian girl, and had increasing levels of responsibility in a local
agency that provided sports opportunities for young people with disabilities. Kelly never
questioned whether she was doing good work, and frequently noted that she felt that she
gained as much from her service as she gave. Still, she wrestled with issues of privilege
(contradiction) that were raised through course readings and validated through her
service experiences. She became distraught with realizations that despite her best efforts
the youth with whom she worked in her service roles would never have the experiences
Kelly took for granted in her life. She admitted:
Although I am angry and disappointed with myself—the ultimate
advocate for kindness and the alleviation of pain in others—for the veil
of ignorance under which I have been viewing the world despite the
open-mind I believed to have had, I am still committed to action. I
believe that these realizations, these eye-opening self-examinations
[reflection] are...absolutely crucial to change and assessing the
symptoms versus the source of disease. They have brought me closer to
understanding justice... (October 31, 2000)
During the exit interview, Kelly explained how she understood social justice at
the conclusion of her four-semester experience in the Citizen Scholars Program. She
offered:
Social justice is kind of something that I wrestle with ‘cause we always
talk about social injustice. And so to think about social justice is a lot
more difficult than to see what’s wrong. I guess social justice, in a way,
is kind of what the Good Society is about. Seeing what’s wrong and how
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that can be made, not necessarily right, but better for everybody. I guess
social justice would be the alleviation of the injustice. It’s hard to
conceptualize though. (May 17, 2002)
Kelly clarified, “I think that social justice... that it seems impossible. That it’s not as
dreamy as some people make it out to be.. .1 think there’s a lot of barriers you have to
recognize even before you overcome them” (May 17, 2002).
In Kelly’s ending understanding of justice, she saw the need for direct action and
civil disobedience as a means to creating a more just society and saw herself as an activist
“in small ways;” even though, she admitted to being “so afraid of being arrested” that she
would never risk anything of that sort (May 17, 2002). Through her experience as a
Citizen Scholar, Kelly came to recognize what she was able to contribute to a movement
for social justice. She reflected:
I may not be leading enormous movements, and I may not be willing to
be arrested in the name of my cause, but, I am surely making the right
strides towards social change...Social change does not have to shape
public policy. It does not have to make the newspaper in order to be
effective. Instead, social change is the process in which an “evil” is
addressed and researched and tackled, even in baby-stages; it begins
with acknowledgement and continues with community involvement...
(May 17,2002)
Though she did not believe that her efforts would ever be larger than the type of service
she was involved in at the time, Kelly saw herself as a piece of a movement much larger
than herself, recognizing the importance of alliances, friendships, and coalitions to break
through the “socially constructed barriers” that divide people. With this in mind, Kelly
believed that in her work for social justice, “I choose to make friends with David before
looking Goliath in the eye” (May 17, 2002).
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Meredith
From “I want to help, not only to learn” (March 13, 1999) to “every step I make is
dedicating myself to this change ” (May 17, 2002).
Meredith, the child of a single parent, grew up poor—relying on welfare to
provide her daily meals. The first in her family to attend college, white skin and
scholarship funds belied her working class upbringing to her peers. All through high
school, she worked and volunteered at a nursing home and developed a passion for
medicine. Meredith chose a social science major to explore her interests in other cultures,
and her goals of a career in medicine were quickly replaced by a desire “to spend my life
learning and exploring” (March 13, 1999).
Meredith’s application to the CSP in her first year was prompted by her
realization “that I want to help, not only to learn” (March 13, 1999). She considered her
life at home and the challenges her mother faced struggling to raise her children with no
assistance as her rationale for service:
If there was someone that could help my mother with just a small task, it
would have made a difference. If someone could have washed the dishes
perhaps baby sit for free while she has a few hours sleep, or given her a
ride to the store so she could buy milk and bread for her young children,
it would have been so appreciated because she worked so very hard. I
want to be the one to help someone feel at ease so that they might get
that few hours of rest, to ensure they were fed, to listen to them when
they needed to be heard and to ask why they were so silent. (March 13,
1999)
Meredith’s initial view of a just society required a complete transformation of the
world as she understood it. She envisioned an end to violence and harassment, an
absence of poverty, a better existence for those we understand as “disadvantaged,
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exploited, and oppressed1 (September 20, 1999). She viewed a socialist state where
resources are shared, “a place where hard workers (like my mother)...are comfortable”
(September 20, 1999).
For her service, Meredith spent her first year in the CSP working with a small,
local soup kitchen. She spent her junior year abroad working with a non-governmental
organization focused on literacy in a country recovering from decades of civil unrest.
When she returned to UMass as a senior, she returned to the soup kitchen and also
worked with a literacy program for preschool aged children. In describing her service,
she shared:
When I do service, I feel I am giving the energy and talent I possess to
help someone else...The neighbor in turn accepts that energy, and the
relationship is formed between giver and receiver. Service is based upon
that relationship, one of mutual respect and understanding. (September
24,2001)
She argued that as a “service doer” she had “to be in a situation that is making change
and a situation that is helping to make this world a better place” (September 24, 2001).
Meredith’s commitment to social justice grew during her time in the Citizen
Scholars Program. “I think my work is inspired by the fact that this is not how I envision
my society” (contradiction) (April 15, 2002). As she was introduced to issues and
problems through her service and experiences abroad, Meredith actively sought change
and desired to learn more about the steps she could take to realize change.
In the exit interview, Meredith, defined social justice, “It’s when an issue or a
situation is brought to light. The society, those who are being disempowered, aren’t. It’s
stopped. The disempowering has stopped” (May 21, 2002). Though committed to social
justice, she had developed a pessimistic attitude regarding the likelihood of a just world:
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I learned that there’s a Utopia that I envisioned, and then I’ve learned
that there is a Reality, and those two will never meet. The United States
will never be Socialist and Capitalism is going to prevail in my lifetime
(May 21, 2002)
I cannot imagine a life where I allow myself to become powerless,” Meredith
offered in a journal entry during her final semester as a Citizen Scholar (April 15, 2002).
To feel most effective in her work, Meredith committed herself to finding her place in a
movement for social justice and creating her “own Utopia” (May 21, 2002). She offered,
“I guess I went from thinking really broad to really starting to understand sustainability in
my inner circle,” and continued:
Social justice just doesn’t happen...you have to create an understanding
about where you are and what your surroundings are. And then you can
come to a point where you start understanding the masses, and you
understand the root causes and all the people connected. You take all
that and you move in a direction to making positive changes and
[affecting as] many people in the circle as you can. (May 21, 2002)
Meredith moved from viewing justice broadly and feeling overwhelmed about
where and how she could have an impact, to actively seeking her place in a
movement—affecting change in one place and allowing her actions to ripple. At the
conclusion of her experience in Citizen Scholars, she felt she needed more information to
understand how change happens and decided “to continue to my next degree.. .in the
name of social justice” (May 21, 2002). Having the education to inform and prepare her
to take action was an important step for Meredith in her work for social justice.
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Ryan
From “I’m not satisfied with just service ” (December 9, 2000) to “a responsibility to
make the world better... to do some kind of service and to live your values” (May 22

2002).
Ryan, White and middle class, a sophomore art major, applied to the CSP seeking
“hands on experience” (March 1, 2000). She applied to the CSP after volunteering at a
hospice hoping “that the Citizen Scholars Program will give me the experience and
knowledge to work successfully within my community” (March 1, 2000). Ryan wanted to
explore ways to combine service and art and hoped the community of the CSP would
allow her to do so.
Ryan was excited to share her vision of the good society, “The freedom to
conceive of exactly how I want to live, and ignore the ‘impossibilities’ in the back of my
mind that nag and tear at what I imagine is something new” (September 12, 2000). Her
initial description was of a “true democracy,” but Ryan expanded on that concept adding:
I want to live in a society where every single member has an equal
(equitable?) amount of influence in society. I want to live in a privilege¬
less world, where what you are does not silence you or others...My
democracy requires an equal distribution of wealth. This financial
equality is key to creating a true democracy where everyone has a
voice—an informed and educated voice...Also, no one will have to be
miserable to make money. They will choose how to make their living
based on their passions and how they want to contribute to their
community (and they will want to contribute to their communities. This
society assumes that human beings are just that—human beings, who, in
a non-competitive environment, will not need to step on others to get
ahead. Here, there is no ahead).
Every member will have access to useful education in a system where
teachers do not teach for tests but for interest and passion (and will
prepare people for their chosen career)... Essentially, no one will lack for
opportunity. (September 12, 2000)
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Ryan felt strongly about her ideas of a just society and used her time both in
service and activism to live her vision. She was hopeful that her actions as a Citizen
Scholar would move her from being an outsider in a community struggle to feeling more
integral to the process. She wrote in her journal:
For the most part the service I do involves me being a guest in someone
else’s struggle. It’s strange, ironic voyeurism. No matter how much I
care about a certain issue, no matter how much I learn and work to make
change on that issue, I still come from a background where I have the
privilege of stopping my work with relatively little change in my
lifestyle. I get to choose whether an issue is part of my life or not (which
is not to say I am not forever connected to an issue by my privileges, but
I don’t get ‘hurt’ by lack of action in the same way that an
underprivileged person would). (September 13, 2000)
She selected her CSP service placement, a local homeless shelter, because she admired
the non-hierarchical leadership model that guided the agency (sharedpower). She
appreciated that clients served and that volunteers were fed, and spent her four semesters
at the shelter learning more about the agency.
Ryan began her service in the food pantry. At the beginning of her service, Ryan
had questions about her service and whether or not she was effective, but she noted, “I
haven’t tried to answer them because I feel that I should be constantly positive about my
service experiences” (October 19, 2000). She added:
I feel like I am very replaceable; I don’t think I am making a close
enough connection with the people around me to make me irreplaceable.
It’s great that I am able to do work that supports people with the things
they need and improves their lives, but I don’t think I’m currently
meeting my expectations or what I intended to do here. (October 19,

2000)
Though feeling ineffective, Ryan stayed with the shelter and by the end of her
time as a Citizen Scholar was assisting the financial administrator and serving on the
organization’s board of directors. She described the transition that she experienced in her
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placement as moving from “outsider” to “family” (relationships) (September 25, 2001).
Although Ryan recognized that the shelter was not perfect, it “does not have ism-proof
walls” (September 24, 2001), she found ways to see her work as a contribution to a
movement for social justice. She wrote:
The [shelter] isn’t trying to change the political world that we live in, but
we are making change one person at a time. We work to meet people’s
most basic needs. We also create a community where people can be who
they are...People can stay for as long as they need to, but one of our
unwritten goals is to get everyone out. We don’t want to build
dependence, though we will accept it if need be. The [shelter] is a place
where people can react and strengthen themselves, to calm down build
themselves too so that they may no longer need [it]. (December 3, 2001)
Ryan learned from her work at the shelter (service) that “social justice work is
slow, slow because sometimes it needs to be slowly made and well-built in order
to be sustainable, and slow because so much that happens is unexpected...our
work demands flexibility” (May 11, 2002).
Ryan’s definition of social justice required the same level of flexibility that she
found necessary in social justice work:
I learned that [social justice] is really hard to define. And that the more I
learned about it the less and less I could put my finger on what it really
was. But I also learned that it matters less and less, that I could still do
work even if I couldn’t define things or put my finger on it. Like I don’t
have to say, “I’m doing this. This is social justice work. Social justice
work is A B and C.” But I could still have an idea of what was important
and what was right to do. (May 22, 2002)
Her understanding did have some specifics. In her exit interview Ryan described a just
world as one in which she could access higher education if she wanted, would not
experience violence, would not worry about her next meal, “and neither would anybody
else I know” (May 22, 2002).
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Ryan s journey in Citizen Scholars took her from feeling dissatisfied and
ineffective with community service, unsure if it was effective in a movement for social
justice, to a developed appreciation for the role of service in efforts toward social justice.
Her commitment to service did not diminish her commitment to social justice, she found
ways to live her commitment through the service for which she developed passion.
Ryan’s philosophy was to recognize the complexity and to take responsibility: “From
where I stand, what can I do to improve my living situation, and the living situation of
other people?” (May 22, 2002).
Dimensions of Distributive Recognition
Brynne, Joey, Jess, Kelly, Meredith, and Ryan each began the Citizen Scholars
Program with a desire to work for social change. These students’ initial articulations of
social justice reflect both the distribution and recognition paradigms of social justice,
classified here as “Distributive Recognition.” An understanding of social justice through
a lens of “Distributive Recognition” is best reflected by these students’ requirements that
a just society provides its members with basic needs, abolishes hierarchies, values all
kinds of work, and insures that people are free from fear, violence, and discrimination.
Social justice, from this view, provides for all people’s well-being both economically and
socially.
For their service experiences, most of these students worked with one
organization throughout their CSP experience. Three students, Brynne, Jess and Joey,
changed service experiences, with Joey choosing four different service experiences and
Jess, following school-based experiences in her first year shifted to a community agency
during the second year. Brynne spent a single semester tutoring and then entered a one-
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on-one mentoring relationship that persisted the remainder of the program. Meredith and
Kelly each added onto their service experiences connecting with a second agency where
each performed an additional 60 hours of service (Meredith for two semesters in the
second year, Kelly for all four semesters of the CSP). These students entered CSP with an
awareness of issues of oppression and differential treatment experienced by people in
marginalized communities. Through their service experiences, each came to recognize
that efforts to treat people with fairness and respect, to be honest in one’s interactions,
and to form genuine relationships with others were also important to realizing justice.
The students pointed to the service experience and relationships developed through these
experiences in allowing them to integrate these procedural elements. Reading, reflection,
and conflicts with peers were also elements that inspired learning with regards to social
justice.
The dimensions of Distributive Recognition are summarized in Table 11 (below)
through the presentation of this cluster’s initial and concluding conceptions of justice
alongside their service journeys and commitments. Brynne, Joey, Jess, Kelly, Meredith,
and Ryan, like their Procedural Distribution counterparts, ended the CSP with a broader
conception of social justice. For these students, the inclusion of procedural strategies for
justice that emphasize, process, care, and relationships provided a multi-faceted approach
to social justice. Responsibility for social justice, for these CSP members, was held by
individuals as well as institutions.
Students entering the CSP from a Distributive Recognition standpoint retained a
belief that structural change was necessary to bring about social justice. They discovered
through their experiences that they could play a role in encouraging structural change
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through targeted action and education. The students appreciated their service experiences,
crediting service with providing them with more insight into issues of injustice and
allowing them to develop meaningful relationships that strengthened their commitments
to justice. However, most of these CSP members did not believe that service alone would
bring society closer to justice.
Table 11. Dimensions of Distributive Recognition
Social Justice in
First Semester
Brynne

Service Journey

“In a good or just
society, there is no

She began her service as a tutor for an

oppression. People

support in her service, she transitioned to a

alternative school. After feeling little

are treated as they

mentor relationship with a young African

should be...In my

American girl that lasted the remaining

good society people

three semesters of the CSP. This
relationship allowed her to deepen her
understanding of social justice issues and

would have access
to all they needed
and desired to live
happily.”
(September 18,

Social Justice in
Fourth Semester
“.. .where people have
access to the different

“To work

things they need to live
happily and to be
stable.” (May 21,2002)

justice in any
way I can” (April
16, 2002)...”o

through service and reflection she

to the systems
that perpetuate

recognized her growth as well as “how far
we are from... social justice.”

the status quo.”
(May 16, 2002)
Her service began in an afterschool

“...everyone’s needs

“What I’m trying

program for girls where she struggled in

would be met.. .Not

her relationships with the participants
which challenged her but also helped her

only that, but people
would be happy, and

to do...is to be
involved at some
level where I

freedom from

consider issues of privilege. She spent the
second semester as a teacher’s assistant at

economic barriers

a local high school and her last year in the

people would be living
in communities that
make them happy, and

and discrimination,
respect, acceptance,

CSP working with a vocational program
as a GED tutor. The service experience of
the vocational program led to meaningful

that are sustainable, and
that could be healthy.
So I feel like my vision

relationships with the constituent
community which led her to develop a

of a changed world and
a revolutionized society
in my mind that would

“...equality, equal
opportunities,
community, power
of community and
local involvement,

rights of the
individual (women,
children, people of
color, homosexuals,

Joey

towards social

live simply and
not consume too
much...to seek
out alternatives

2000)

Jess

Commitment

service-learning course involving the

the ill).” (September

vocational students alongside UMass

10,2000)

students.
She shifted service experiences every

“In pushing society

Grounded in
short-term
service “to cover

semester, beginning with a literacy
program where she interacted with diverse

society where

young students whose backgrounds

no one is oppressed. A
world where people

were met, and
everyone is happy.

reflection were beneficial to her learning

change.” (May
20, 2002)

“I always envision an

towards justice,
we’re working for a

differed vastly from her own. Conflicts
with her CSP cohort (contradiction) and

kind of a more
structural

be justice, or social
justice.” (May 20, 2002)
eventual world where

everyone’s needs

know that I am
affecting some

have true freedom; not
‘freedom’ under a
government or other

the wound"
balanced with
goal-oriented
social change, “I
don’t feel that as

is diverse, and as

process. In a search for radical and nonhierarchical political action, she served

form of hierarchical
body. I envision a

fair and equal as

with a community collective providing

world society of

someone who
has kind of

possible.”
(September 12,

meals for the homeless (second semester),
an agency advocating prison literacy (third

woken up and
looked outside of

2000)

semester), and a housing advocacy

empowered people;
people who recognize
the values in working

coalition for women (final semester).
These diverse service experiences helped
her determine her place in a movement for

together, for each other

life to some other
truths that 1 can
just go back and

social justice.

hierarchical and based

[It is] a society that

and with each other...a
world that is nonon the values of
communal living.”
(April 16, 2002)
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her white bread

shut the door
again.” (May 19,
2002)

Table 11. Dimensions of Distributive Recognition (continued)
Social Justice in
First Semester
Kelly

“...a belief in

Commitment

“Seeing what’s wrong
and how that can be

A commitment to
service

maintained for all four semesters of the
CSP. Feeling comfortable in the

made, not necessarily
right, but better for

recognizing the

others, celebration
of diversity,

relationship and too conflicted to consider

everybody. I guess

alliances,

environmental

social justice would be

friendliness, kind,

this friendship service, she began working
with a sports club for youth with

friendships, and
coalitions to

safe, relatively

disabilities a few months later and

equal distribution of
wealth, strong belief

continued with this dual service for the

injustice.” (May 17,
2002)

in education, and

developed and the nature of her service

constructed
barriers.” (May

personal

along with course readings gave her

17, 2002)

awareness.”
(September 12,

insight into privilege, the disparate life
experiences between her and the youth she

2000)

served, and the differential treatment
experienced by those youth.

commitment to

the alleviation of the

remainder of the CSP. The relationships

importance of

break through the
“socially

“To do this, you

A small soup kitchen in the local

“It’s when an issue or a

Seeking to create

have to re-imagine
the world. No

community was her beginning service
experience in the CSP. As a junior, a year

situation is brought to
light. The society, those

“sustainability in
[her] inner

violence, no poor

abroad led to service with a literacy NGO.

who are being

circle” and

people, life would

disempowered aren’t.
It’s stopped. The

“make positive

just be better for all

In the second year she returned to the soup
kitchen and worked in a preschool literacy

those

initiative. She emphasized the

disempowering has

change” in her
local

disadvantaged,

relationships in her service as most
important to her understanding and

stopped.” (May 17,
2002)

surroundings, she
planned “to

exploited, and
oppressed.”

acknowledged that the issues and

continue to my

(September 20,

problems she was introduced to through
her service inspired her commitment to

next degree...in
the name of

social justice. The problems she found in

social justice.”

the world led her to feel pessimistic about
the possibility for change.

(May 21, 2002)

1999)

Ryan

Social Justice in
Fourth Semester

She began with a mentor relationship with
a young Cambodian girl that she

equality, integrity,

Meredith

Service Journey

“...a society where

Four semesters at a homeless shelter

“...people not having to

To recognize the

every single
member has an

began in the food pantry and advanced to

live in any kind of fear,

a role with the agency’s board of directors

and people having all

complex
relationship

equal (equitable?)

(in the fourth semester) and as an assistant

the resources and

between service

amount of influence
in society...a

to the financial administrator (third and

opportunities that they

and social justice

privilege-less world

fourth semesters). She went from feeling
“replaceable” in the first semester of her

need to selfactualize...if I lived in

work and
determine,

where what you are

service experience to seeing herself as

does not silence you
or others...an equal

integral. She credited relationships with
giving her insight into problems facing the

what I think would be a
socially just world, I

“From where I
stand, what can I

would never be raped, I

do to improve

distribution of
wealth.”

homeless and feeling able to challenge
patrons of the shelter on their oppressive

would not have to fear

(September 12,

attitudes and behaviors.

my situation and
the living
situation of other

getting my ass kicked
when I walk down the
street with my

2000)

girlfriend, I would not
have to worry about
eating, I would not have
to depend on the soup
kitchen to eat because
everyone would have
access to eating, I would
not have to worry about
living, I would not have
to worry about whether
I can finish my
education...I would not
have to worry about
really any form of
violence and neither
would anybody else I
know. (May 22, 2002)
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people?” (May
22, 2002)

As they got more involved in the CSP, Brynne, Joey, Jess, Meredith, and Ryan
each involved themselves in more activism-oriented activities beyond the CSP. Protesting
sweatshops, lobbying against standardized testing, marching for reproductive freedom,
and fighting for fair housing, these students were introduced to critical issues through
their service and found other avenues where they felt their actions could play a role in
structural change. For these students, service was important to understand the needs of
community members and their activist efforts were necessary to create change. A
commitment to social justice for these CSP students required working for structural
change, building meaningful relationships, and living consistent with their values through
language, consumption, and actions.
Kelly’s concluding vision of justice was similar to her peers, a complex vision
that aimed for equality, embraced difference, and required respect for all its members.
She recognized the need for structural change:
Where would we be without those protesting laws that chain them?
Where will we be in 10 years, in 5 years...in 1 year if people don’t
disobey the people making laws to suit their own needs? Where will we
be if we remain dormant? (November 14, 2000)
but felt that social justice required participation at all levels—those willing to protest and
break laws in the name of their cause and those who work within the system through
service to insure comfort for those oppressed. Kelly believed in social justice and
remained committed to justice, but did not believe that she had “the ability to personally
bring about the kind of social change that will spur on the dismantling of existing public
policy” (May 17, 2002). She sought to participate in a movement for social justice in
ways she was comfortable, and for Kelly that was through service and building authentic
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relationships. She felt that her actions were “small,” but believed “it’s a small part, it’s a
step in the right direction, and so it’s important. It’s valid” (May 17, 2002).
These students, though different from the students entering with Procedural
Distribution understandings, were able to similarly develop more complex
understandings of social justice through their journeys in the CSP. The complexity of the
students’ understandings was marked by their abilities to integrate multiple and
sometimes competing beliefs about social justice into a conceptualization that gave her
confidence to take action on her commitments.
Each student who began with Distributive Recognition orientations ended her
experience with an expressed commitment to work for social justice. Brynne, Joey, Jess,
Kelly, Meredith, and Ryan were able to see themselves contributing to a movement for
social justice through their service, seeing their service as a stepping stone to greater
understanding of injustice and greater understanding of ways to combat injustice and
work for social justice. During their time in Citizen Scholars, Brynne, Joey, Jess,
Meredith, and Ryan engaged in service but felt compelled to participate in activistoriented movements to feel they were fully living their commitments to justice. They
imagined their actions following Citizen Scholars to include some service, but partnered
with actions aimed toward structural and systemic change. Kelly respected the actions of
her peers and saw them as essential to a movement for social justice, though unwilling to
participate in the kind of direct action embraced by others in Citizen Scholars, she was
able to see her service as an important contribution to social justice as well.
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Conclusion
The portraits in this chapter present the journeys of each of the 11 Citizen
Scholars during their time in the program. While the students had complementary
experiences in the classroom based on the curriculum they shared, their experiences
before Citizen Scholars and the service experiences they chose during their time in the
program shaped their understandings and their commitments. As explored in chapter 4
explored, students’ conceptions of social justice during their time in Citizen Scholars
straddled multiple paradigms. This chapter shows that at the conclusion of their time in
Citizen Scholars, the understandings that students held regarding social justice shared a
similar vision (one with relative equality, an absence of oppression, and an abiding sense
of community), but the necessary actions to make social justice possible varied.
Through this chapter, I sought to illuminate the pathways of each student and to
stress the themes in their journeys. For Aida, Beth, Rebecca, Sarah, and Wendy, who
each entered the CSP with experiences of charitable service and an excitement to “help”
in their communities, their first semester understandings of social justice reflected a
perspective I have deemed Procedural Distribution, which emphasizes fairness and
respect with a belief in equal access to education, and an assurance that basic needs
(food, shelter, clothing) are met. By the conclusion of their time in Citizen Scholars, each
student had integrated a recognition framework into her conception of social justice, but
this new understanding did not reflect a need for structural change, save Rebecca, and
each of these participants saw their commitments to continue their involvement in
community service as contributions that would move society closer to their
understandings of justice.
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For Brynne, Jess, Joey, Kelly, Meredith, and Ryan, I classify their first semester
conceptions of social justice Distributive Recognition, a call for a more equitable
distribution of wealth, an end to systems of unearned privilege, and a desire for equal
access to education. Each of these students entered the CSP with hopes of learning about
and contributing to positive social change. By the conclusion of their time in Citizen
Scholars, each of these women incorporated a procedural framework into her
understanding of social justice, recognizing a need for respect, care, and fair treatment in
order for their vision of justice to be realized. Their ending understandings of social
justice, differ from their Procedural Distribution counterparts in that each calls for
systemic change, a complete transformation of the values and institutions that guide our
society. For these students, their commitments were realized through the ways they lived
their lives (everyday decisions like language and where they spent their money) and their
belief in a need to challenge current systems.
The portraits revealed similarities in the students’ experiences as Citizen Scholars
that allowed their understandings of social justice to become more complex. Most
common amongst students’ experiences were the influence of their service and the
relationships developed in the context of that service. This afforded the development of
empathy, a recognition of oppression, and the opportunity to investigate the role of
service in work for social justice. Students also referred to the capstone experience,
course readings, the opportunity for reflection, and the contradictions they encountered as
a participant in the program as elements of the CSP that challenged their understanding
and commitment.
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Through the portraits shared in this chapter, we now have a clearer understanding
of the individual experiences of students in the second completion cohort. The cluster
typology used to organize the portraits revealed that students’ entering conceptions of
social justice, pre-CSP experiences, and program service may shed light on students’
commitments to action. As students left the CSP with multi-paradigmatic conceptions of
justice and expressed commitment to that understanding, differences remained regarding
the types of actions students would take to live their commitments.
In the next chapter, I examine the processes that allowed students to arrive at their
understandings of social justice. Exploring sensemaking properties, I move from
analyzing what students understood about social justice to uncovering how they made
sense of this complex concept.
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CHAPTER 6
MAKING SENSE:
SOCIAL JUSTICE SENSEMAKING

In the previous chapter, students’ understandings of social justice during their
tenure in the Citizen Scholars Program (CSP) were presented. The narratives presented
shed light on the meanings students attributed to social justice and the context of their
experiences in Citizen Scholars as they articulated those understandings. This chapter
will explore the process of making meaning and explain how CSP students made sense of
social justice through their service-learning experience.
According to Kezar and Eckel (2000), “Sensemaking is the reciprocal process
where people seek information, assign it meaning, and act” (p. 33). The process of
sensemaking happens both individually and collectively. Individuals are able to structure
meaningful sense of an ambiguous concept through personal beliefs and experiences, and
collectively groups work together to attribute meaning to a concept in order to understand
their individual and collective roles. “Sensemaking allows people to craft, understand,
and accept new conceptualizations.. .and then to act in ways consistent with those new
interpretations and perceptions” (Kezar & Eckel, 2000, p. 33). By viewing the process of
sensemaking as an attempt to tie beliefs and actions (Weick, 1995), the process is evident
in the Citizen Scholars’ efforts to understand social justice.
In practice, service-learning invokes a number of cues to facilitate sensemaking
regarding social justice. Most obvious may be the service experience and the reflection
(formal, informal, individual, and in groups) that follows. The Citizen Scholars’
curriculum asks students to engage in service while contemplating their responsibilities to
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create justice in the world. Students are introduced to different strategies for change,
asked to look at concepts of privilege and oppression and how they manifest in society,
and required to engage in projects they believe will contribute to meaningful social
change. Sensemaking recognizes that previously held perspectives influence the meaning
attributed to concepts and the actions that follow. The text(s), questions asked, views
espoused, responses, and explanations may all serve as cues that contradict a student’s
initial values and beliefs. The student’s work to integrate the multitude of cues into her
frames of belief represent the sensemaking process.
Viewing sensemaking and meaning making as theories of cognitive development,
this chapter aims to explain the properties that facilitate meaning construction for
members of the Citizen Scholars Program. Using demonstrations from the students’
reflective writing and exit interviews, the invocation of the sensemaking and meaning
making properties that Weick (1995) and Kegan (1994) describe provide insight into the
processes utilized to construct meaning of social justice.
It is important to remember that the meaning making processes being analyzed
represent a single frame in the students’ total experience. As this chapter investigates how
students make sense of social justice it is imperative to acknowledge that we are only
seeing a small portion of the total life experience of these participants—the experience
embodied by their time in Citizen Scholars. This analysis considers how meaning was
shaped during their time in Citizen Scholars and what sensemaking properties lent to that
understanding.
Further, it is necessary to acknowledge the limitations of Weick’s (1995)
sensemaking framework. Sensemaking itself is difficult to capture (Weick, 1995). The
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properties, as offered, were developed “to explain ongoing organizational life, not a
specific process (Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 52). While sensemaking is often included as a
theory of cognition, it is not explicitly designed as a developmental theory. The
properties, therefore, reflect elements important to sensemaking and the analysis aims to
use these properties to shed light on the process of meaning construction. Not all of the
properties Weick (1995) established to describe sensemaking are identifiable in the data
set analyzed for the CSP. The property Weick (1995) labels “ongoing,” as an example, is
not included in this analysis because it was difficult to capture. Because the CSP is a
finite experience of four semesters, and the data collection ends at the conclusion of the
program, it is challenging to understand whether and how social justice sensemaking was
(or is) truly ongoing for the participants in this study.
Additionally, properties that were not identified in sensemaking theory, but were
relevant in the Citizen Scholars’ meaning construction were uncovered through the data
analysis.
To capture sensemaking, this study utilized qualitative analysis techniques used in
other sensemaking studies (Cobum, 2001; Eckel & Kezar, 2003; Kezar & Eckel, 2000).
Coding of the data along the sensemaking properties identified by Weick (1995) created
an opportunity to evaluate the relevance of the properties to Citizen Scholars’ social
justice sensemaking. Because of the nature of the properties and the nature of the data
collected, this categorical analysis was challenging. Since this study utilizes secondary
data, I did not have the opportunity to ask direct questions, such as “What cues did you
extract to make sense of social justice as a Citizen Scholar?” Instead, I relied on themes
and frequency to understand the importance of the sensemaking properties in Citizen
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Scholars’ processes. For example, Weick’s (1995) first property is “grounded in identity
construction;” I used “identity” as a code and was able to isolate instances in which
identity was relevant to the students’ meaning making. I then used memoing to identify
relationships between the properties’ emergence, to explore patterns among the Citizen
Scholars, and to establish chronology.
Emergent coding that did not follow Weick’s (1995) properties created the
opportunity to identify elements that aided in sensemaking but were not represented by
Weick’s (1995) categorizations. For example, “contradiction” presented as an emergent
theme in coding, but is not addressed explicitly as a property of sensemaking. Louis
(1980) views discrepancies between expectations and experiences as “surprises.” She
contends “the need for explanation” demanded by surprises enacts sensemaking.
“Meanings, understandings of actors, actions, and settings are updated” to cope with the
surprise and continue in the experience (Louis, 1980, p. 241). Cognitive development
theory has emphasized the role of contradiction in students’ learning, acknowledging that
“new situations about which individuals know little and in which they will experience
uncertainty” create the conditions to “spur cognitive growth” (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, &
Gurin, 2002, p. 335). Glanz, Williams and Hocksema (2001) view “the interruption of an
expectation” as a “trigger” for sensemaking (p. 105). Social justice educators emphasize
the role of contradiction believing “the experience of discomfort with new perspectives
and tension among different perspectives can help students work through their own
learning” (Bell & Griffin, 1997, p. 52). Because of the relevance of these themes to
meaning construction of social justice, they are presented as findings and relevant
properties for social justice sensemaking as experienced by the Citizen Scholars.
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The findings presented look at the properties that facilitate sensemaking (see Table
12) and how they were invoked by members of the CSP to make meaning of social
justice. The properties: (1) grounded in identity, (2) retrospective, (3) referencing, (4)
contradiction, (5) social, and (6) driven by plausibility are described with details about
their relevance to the social justice sensemaking of the participants. Examples from the
students’ experiences that reflect each property are included to provide context for the
property’s significance to the sensemaking process.
Table 12. Social Justice Sensemaking Properties
Property
Grounded in
Identity

Retrospective

Referencing

Contradiction

Social

Driven by
Plausibility

(1)

Description
Sensemaking begins with self-awareness (Weick, 1995). Identity ground
sensemaking allows students to understand themselves and their relationship to the
concept of social justice. Who we think we are (identity) shapes our actions and our
interpretations (Weick et al., 2004).
Social justice sensemaking is based in experience (Weick, 1995). Individuals
reflect on their experiences to reconsider their thoughts on and action towards
social justice. This process allows individuals to evaluate their views and (re)align
their actions to be consistent with their beliefs.
Based in the notion of self-authorship (Kegan, 1994), referencing looks at the
sources (reading, individuals, experiences) a person includes in her conception of
social justice. Referencing is either isolated or integrated: isolated meaning the
description of justice includes sources without benefit of the persons voice and/or
perspective; integrated meaning outside sources inform the conception of justice
but an individual’s understanding is primary.
The discrepancy between the actual condition (Jasso, 1998) and an individual’s
expectations of community/society/the world triggers sensemaking (Glanz,
Williams, & Hoeksema, 2001). The uncertainty and discomfort fostered by
contradiction encourages and inspires a reconstruction of meaning and action.
Sensemaking is based in our interactions with others (Kegan, 1994; Weick, 1995).
The process of dialogue and relationship building allows for the introduction and
integration of multiple perspectives as well as the collaborative construction of
meaning which often brings validity to the process.
Plausibility relies on confidence more so than accuracy (Weick, 1995). Rather than
dependence on the “right answer,” social justice sensemaking pushes individuals to
develop a conception in which they are confident enough to take action on these
beliefs (Eckel & Kegan, 2003).

Grounded in identity
Weick (1995) contends that sensemaking begins with self-awareness. The

invocation of identity into the social justice sensemaking process is evident on two fronts.
First, the Citizen Scholars use identity (in the form of social group membership) to
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understand themselves in relationship to the concept of social justice. Primarily, the
students question how their identities impact both how they experience the concept and
their access to certain elements they demand and see as essential to social justice.
Additionally, the Citizen Scholars’ use identity to make sense of their role in bringing
social justice to fruition. Kegan (1994) views this effort to align identity and
understanding as an emergence into a new order of consciousness, as illustrated by the
Citizen Scholars’ work to bring themselves and their efforts in line with their
understanding of social justice and what an individual who believes in social justice
should (or would) do. By grounding sensemaking in identity, the Citizen Scholars seek to
understand their role in social justice so that their actions may be both meaningful and
appropriate to the ways in which they understand the concept. Ryan’s service journal
demonstrates how her identity grounds her meaning making regarding her role in social
justice work. She wrote:
I feel that there are many places where my ‘identity’ overlaps. Yes, I am
white. I am middle-class. But I am also young. I am bisexual. I am a
woman. And while I have some intuitive sense that, at least in this point
in my life, the privileges I get from my race and class overwhelm the
ways in which I am marginalized, all of these “identities” are important
to consider when I think about how I function in this world. (Ryan,
October 11, 2000)
In this journal, Ryan is working to harmonize her identity and her role in the conception
of social justice she adopts. This conception, which she sees as “free of hierarchies and
power structures” and “ism-free,” provides insight into why her own identity would be so
significant in trying to understand her role. The conflict of understanding herself as both
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privileged and marginalized and yet working for a system in which there are no
hierarchies creates a challenge for Ryan in determining both how she should act and how
people will perceive her actions.
To understand sensemaking as grounded in identity construction, is to understand
that meaning is both a construction of the self and the concept being understood (Weick,
1995). As we work to attribute meaning, we can only do so from the level at which we
understand ourselves in relationship to the concept. “Our meaning-making may derive
from our membership in various subgroups of the human family, such as social class,
ethnicity, gender, and culture” (Kegan, 1994, p. 206). In essence, the students are asking
“Who am I and how do I fit in this movement?” All 11 members of the second
completion cohort displayed sensemaking grounded in identity. For the most part,
identity ground sensemaking appeared as students referenced themselves and their
upbringing in sharing their musings on social justice. In a guided reflection on October
29, 2001, Joey ended:
I believe that true social justice is comprised of human values that have
endured lifetimes. There are values in what people fight for in social
justice that we can see struggles for in other times. Sure, the ideas of
‘freedom’ and ‘equality’ are arbitrary, but I venture as far as to say that
fighting for social justice is more a feeling; an intuitive feeling that
moves people. Then, when people come to a better realization, they
strive to name those feelings, justify those feelings. And then again
maybe I’m full of my white middle class college bullshit.
In this instance, Joey questions whether or not her identity (as White, middle class,
college-educated) somehow distorts her view of social justice and whether or not she can
appropriately understand a concept that she believes “comes from the oppressed people”
when she is challenged to see herself as oppressed. She understands that her views of
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social justice come from a perspective of privilege and is hesitant to apply her views
universally to a concept that she sees as a means of liberation. Brynne correspondingly
offered:
It is sometimes overwhelming to me when I think of our world’s
countless injustices, oppressive life situations and the institutions that
enable them to exist. Part of this comes from the fact that I had the
privilege to barely experience or even think about them for the first
nineteen years of my life and even now, think about them second-hand.
(September 17, 2001)
Often, this property of sensemaking emerged as a conflict the Citizen Scholar
recognized between her own identity and what she felt was more socially just. Jess
struggled with the issue of heterosexual privilege and how others might perceive her
relationship, and therefore her commitment to social justice. In response, she used
language not to disguise her identity, but to insure that she conveyed that she sees
heterosexual normativity and issues of heterosexism as social justice issues: “Like in my
relationship with my partner. Who I call my partner, for reasons because I feel like I want
social justice, and not a boyfriend” (Jess, May 20, 2002). Language, she insisted, is of
incredible importance in living a commitment to social justice. Jess’s effort to use
gender-neutral language in conveying her relationship gave her the opportunity to
challenge stereotypes and assumptions, but also showed solidarity with people who
experience oppression based on their intimate relationships (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender people).
Rebecca reflected frequently on issues of race and class as she contemplated
social justice. As a mentor to a young Cambodian girl in the local community, the
discrepancy between her life as a middle class, college-educated. White woman and that
of her mentee (an 11 year old, poor, girl of color) informed much of her thinking about
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the conditions of a just society. This was also true for Brynne, Kelly, and Sarah who, as
White women, also served as mentors to girls of color ranging from elementary to
middle-school age. Most significant, however, to Rebecca’s social justice sensemaking
was her religious identity (Christian). This aspect of her identity greatly informed her
understanding of social justice and how she should act to be in alignment with that
understanding.
Rebecca began the first semester of Citizen Scholars stating that she “would like
to live in a fair, just society” (September 10, 2000). Included in this vision, for Rebecca,
was the mandate that “all the members believe in God, because He is our creator and
deserves our eternal praise” (September 10, 2000). As she wrestled with whether or not
her actions contribute to a movement for social justice and reflected on the world in the
shadows of the violence of September 11, 2001, she wrote:
I have often wrestled with the questions of how I can proceed through
life without feeling weighed down by the seemingly endless moral
dilemmas of the world. And though this answer is certainly
controversial, it is the only way I can respond—I trust in God. I know
that He has a plan, and He will take care of his children. For those who
do not share my beliefs, that statement won’t help too much, but for me,
it is my lifesaver. Before I was able to truly cast my cares upon the Lord,
I felt as though there was so much to be done before we achieved
anything close to a just world. (September 17, 2001)
Though she recognized that there are discrepancies amongst people that need to be
rectified, her faith gave her a sense of justice that she believed others can find through a
relationship with God. Rebecca consistently turns to her faith and her Christian identity to
communicate her understanding and vision of a just society, but she knew that her beliefs
are contentious and was hesitant to impose her definitions and beliefs on others and
sometimes hesitant to share those beliefs:

196

I questioned whether or not to write down my true feelings.. .1 know that
I could produce a paper that outlines my vision of liberation keeping
with the main goal of Citizen Scholars’ Program. However, it would not
be entirely truth. (November 30, 2001)
Rebecca’s definition of social justice in her third semester follows her earlier conceptions
with the inclusion of “basic human survival needs met” (November 30, 2001). She
continued, “ I think the conditions that some people live in are ridiculously unfair—on
both ends of the spectrum. The gluttony of one and depravity of the other are both aiding
inequality in my opinion” (November 30, 2001). But, for Rebecca, she would be denying
a part of herself if she did not include heaven in her vision of social justice. “Freedom in
Christ, and freedom from self, sin and worldliness. When in heaven, our eternal bodies,
along with the capacity to sin, suffer and die, will pass away, and our spirits will be
glorified and freed;” this, is Rebecca’s “ultimate definition” of social justice (November
30,2001).
Rebecca’s reliance on her faith as a guiding principle in defining social justice
demonstrates social justice sensemaking grounded in identity construction. Her
understanding of justice was incomplete without the inclusion of God and any attempt to
define social justice without her religious identity felt like she was “denying a part of
[herself]” (December 7, 2001). Her faith is also a guide for how she must act to
demonstrate a commitment to justice, “I live my life as Christ requires, at least the best I
can” (May 23, 2002).
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Table 13. Identity Ground Social Justice Sensemaking
Task

Example

Understanding implications of
social group membership on
meaning construction

“...the privileges 1 get from my race and class overwhelm the
ways in which I am marginalized, all of these ‘identities’ are
important to consider when 1 think about how I function in this
world.” -Ryan (Oct. 11, 2000)
“I would like to live in a fair, just society...a society with love
as the only form of money... [where] all the members believe
in God, because He is our creator and deserves our eternal
praise.” -Rebecca (Sept. 10, 2000)

Social group membership influences
meaning construction

Weick (1995) argues that identity determines how concepts are defined. Table 13
outlines the tasks associated with this property. As Citizen Scholars worked to make
meaning of social justice, identity remained important to that understanding. They
struggled with whether or not identities they embody justify or malign the meanings they
give to social justice, such as Joey’s claim that her understandings are associated with
“white middle-class college bullshit” or Jess’s concern that her language appropriately
reflect her commitment to social justice. Identity appeared even more central to others’
conceptions of justice, as in Rebecca’s understanding which continuously made reference
to faith in God as a central component of justice in the world. Chronologically, identity
grounds the sensemaking process throughout the four semesters of the CSP. From earliest
journal entries in September 2000 to exit interview transcripts at the conclusion of the
experience in May 2002, conceptions of the self are reflected in the meanings and
responsibilities ascribed to social justice. Social justice sensemaking appears to be ground
in identity construction as the self and the identities Citizen Scholars associate with
provide a place to begin in conceptualizing social justice and a place to return for
validation and confirmation.
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(2) Retrospective
Retrospective sensemaking acknowledges that individuals can make sense only
from what they have already experienced (Eckel & Kezar, 2003). “The creation of
meaning is an attentional process, but it is attention to that which has already occurred”
(Weick, 1995, p. 25-26). Because of the curricular requirement of the CSP, retrospect
was constant as the service-learning curriculum asked students to reflect on their service
experience as a place of learning about themselves, the community, and the process of
social change. Analyzing the role of retrospect in social justice sensemaking was
challenging, however, because I wanted to distinguish retrospection in the process of
social justice sensemaking from the continual reflection prescribed by the CSP
curriculum.
Retrospect is captured when individuals discuss “future directions in comparison
to past beliefs and activities” (Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 46). Ryan offered a statement that
conveyed the benefit of retrospect to the sensemaking process, “I think the first reflection
we did, imagining the good society, was beneficial, especially when I was able to pull it
out at the end of the semester and reconsider my answers” (December 19, 2000). Her use
of an initial reflection as a tool to re-evaluate her position demonstrates retrospective
sensemaking. Similarly, Rebecca offered:
After looking back at each journal entry in chronological order, I was
astonished at my increasing pessimism...I felt as though the world was
so ridden with poverty, inequality and apathy, that no matter what I did,
it wouldn’t be enough. And finally I accepted this. No matter what I do,
it won’t be enough to change the world into anything close to Utopia.
However, that doesn’t mean that I should give up, because if everyone
does what they can, we can change things together—one person at a
time. (December 20, 2000)
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According to Weick (1995), “To learn what I think, I look back over what I said earlier”
(p. 61). Here, Rebecca acknowledged her past perspectives and used them in retrospect to
reaffirm her efforts and commitment to change.
Retrospection in sensemaking can also be seen in the students’ exit interviews as
they worked to convey their understandings of social justice at the end of their time in the
CSP. Kelly began:
Social justice is kind of something that I wrestle with ‘cause we always
talk about social injustice. And so to think about social justice is a lot
more difficult than to see what’s wrong. I guess social justice, in a way,
is kind of what the good society is about. (May 17, 2002)
She demonstrated retrospect in her comment that “we always talk about social injustice.”
With this statement, she reflected on past conversations and ways that she had previously
considered the concept. When she described social justice as “what the Good Society is
about,” she considered the content of her first semester as a Citizen Scholar and
recognized the connections between her current conception of social justice and what she
learned as a student in the Good Society.
Meredith’s retrospective sensemaking is apparent as she relayed the connection
she sees between understanding social justice and understanding self:
You have to create an understanding about where you are and what your
surroundings are. And then you can come to a point where you start
understanding the masses, and you understand the root causes and all the
people connected. (May 17, 2002)
She posited that she came to understand social justice by considering and reconsidering
her place in the community: “You take all that and you move in a direction to making
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positive changes” (Meredith, May 17, 2002). Using her previous actions as points for
contemplation and to shape future action demonstrates social justice sensemaking as
retrospective.
Jess demonstrated retrospection in social justice sensemaking across her time in
Citizen Scholars as she questioned her actions, motives, and values to determine how she
was contributing to social justice. In her first semester, as a program assistant at an
afterschool enrichment program for middle school students she asked, “How can I have
the ideal impact if I’m only there for four hours a week? What kind of relationship are we
creating? How does this come into play with the bigger questions about what a good
society is?” (Jess, October 17, 2000). She used her service and her work at the middle
school to re-evaluate her role in creating social change. Through questioning her actions
and whether or not they contribute to the good society, Jess worked to synthesize her
actions with the meaning she attributed to social justice. She is looking to create
alignment, and used reflection to “give definition” to her lived experience (Weick, 1995).
Similarly, when Jess used education as a model for her thinking about social
justice, she employed retrospect. Jess wrote, “I’ve started using [social justice] while I try
to describe my ideas about education” and continued, “All people should have access to
education that helps them learn to think critically, and prepares people to be responsible
members of society” (October 29, 2001). This indicates retrospection in the sensemaking
process because Jess is pointing out what she sees as wrong with the current education
system and how it should change. Key to this is that her identification of problems in the
education system come after reflecting on her experience with public education and her
service in two different school settings: working with the afterschool enrichment program
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in her first semster, and working as a teaching assistant in a nearby high school during the
second semester of CSP. Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (in press) applied an example
from nursing to describe retrospect in sensemaking. They offer:
The nurse uses retrospect to make sense of the puzzles she observes at
11:00. She recalls “what he looked like two hours ago. It’s a dramatic
difference.” Symptoms are not discovered at 11:00. Instead, symptoms
are created at 11:00 by looking back over earlier observations and seeing
a pattern. (Weick et al, in press, p. 10)
Jess recognized problems in the education system and presented her ideas about how
education should be changed in order to be more just. She used her experiences and
observations from her life as a student and her role as an educator through her service
roles to make sense of what education should be and how she saw education connected to
social justice.
In her exit interview as she described what is included in her vision of social
justice, Jess contended, “People can’t be hungry, and people can’t be searching for jobs,
and people can’t be selling drugs to get enough money to buy the food” (May 20, 2002).
This vision is based in retrospect as she highlights conditions that she observes as
problematic and proposes a vision of society in which those concerns are no longer
present. The meaning Jess attributed to social justice is retrospective because the sense
derives “from what has already occurred” (Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 41).
Table 14. Retrospective Social Justice Sensemaking
Task
Reflect on past beliefs and re¬
evaluate alongside new
understandings

Consider how previous experiences
align with understandings of justice
(synthesize actions to meanings)

Example
“1 used to see social justice as this system of order that kept
order among people, but justice can’t be given by authority it
comes from the people, against those systems that claim to
create order but succeed in exploitation, oppression, and
marginalization.”-Meredith (Oct. 29, 2001)
“How can I have the ideal impact if I’m only there for four
hours a week?...How does this come into play with the bigger
questions about what a good society is? -Jess (Oct. 17, 2000)
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Social justice sensemaking is retrospective. Table 14 outlines the tasks associated
with retrospective sensemaking.The Citizen Scholars use reflection to consider and
reconsider their thoughts and actions as they work to attribute meaning to social justice.
They consider themselves as agents in the process and reflect on their actions and
experiences, as demonstrated here through examples from Rebecca, Meredith, and Jess.
They refer to previous articulations of meaning (as Ryan and Rebecca described) to re¬
evaluate their views and construct new meaning of social justice. Sensemaking “is about
continued redrafting of an emerging story so that it becomes more comprehensive,
incorporates more of the observed data” (Weick et al., in press, p. 20). The Citizen
Scholars’ retrospective sensemaking process allowed the participants to construct
meaning of social justice from their lived experience and to revisit their constructions to
arrive at an understanding in which they can be confident. Weick (1995) reminds us “that
retrospective sensemaking is an activity in which many possible meanings may need to
be synthesized” (p. 27). By utilizing retrospect, the participants gain clarity about their
needs, values, and priorities and end with an understanding of social justice that
accurately reflects their values and commitments.
(3)

Referencing
Referencing marks when a participant returns to a particular source in order to

communicate her understanding of social justice. It is a characteristic of sensemaking
derived from Kegan’s (1994) notion of self-authorship. One of the features that
distinguishes fourth order consciousness from third order consciousness is the idea of
self-authorship, meaning “to have a way of knowing rather than be had by it (Regan,
1994, p. 223, emphasis in original). Kegan (1994) describes people with the habit of third
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order consciousness as those “capable of joining a community as a fellow participant” but
also vulnerable to socialization into communities of discourse (p. 288). His concern is
that “learning” is substituted by “training;” therefore, inhibiting individuals from creating
their own knowledge to instead reflect the message of their community (Kegan, 1994).
Referencing, as an element of social justice sensemaking, then, emerges as a
student’s ability to grasp the concept, but not solely from a position of selfauthorship—where the understanding emerges from the self either independent of or
integrated with other sources. Particular to this property is the student’s need to reference
a particular source (be it reading, individual, experience) to define her conception of
social justice. The meaning made of the concept originates from sources rather than from
personal experience and knowledge. Students in the CSP utilized referencing in
sensemaking in two ways: isolated and integrated. Isolated referencing indicates that the
students’ articulation of social justice comes primarily through sources she references
(e.g., books, films, individuals, other readings) with little to none of her own voice,
belief, or experience contributing to meaning. Integrated referencing may include
sources, but the student has integrated those sources with her own perspective to create
meaning.
Referencing, the weakest of the sensemaking properties uncovered in this study,
was primarily exhibited in the first and third semesters of the Citizen Scholars’
experience. Kelly added, “I believe that these realizations, these eye-opening self¬
examinations are stemmed in the readings of the semester...They have brought me closer
to understanding justice” (October 31, 2000). As students moved from “visioning a just
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society in Fall 2000 to “defining” social justice in Fall 2001, referencing was important to
the constructed meanings of social justice articulated by some of the Citizen Scholars.
Sarah’s efforts to define social justice provides an example of isolated
referencing, “I have always thought of social justice as giving to each what he or she is
due” (October 20, 2001). This understanding of social justice is common, dating back to
the writings of Socrates (Solomon & Murphy, 2000). Yet, her further discussion does not
give any insight into how Sarah understood the concept. She wrote:
I feel as though this philosophy guides us in creating various human
interactions, thus creating a variety of institutions. It imposes upon us
the personal responsibility to work with others to design and continually
perfect these institutions as tools for our personal and social
development. (October 20, 2001)
Sarah was not able to communicate through this definition what human interactions are
addressed by this philosophy, how we are to work with others, the institutions created nor
the revisions these institutions require to be perfected. This understanding of social
justice does not incorporate any of Sarah’s experiences or reflect any interpretation of the
definition. With this isolated referencing, no insight into Sarah’s understanding of the
concept is provided.
Wendy also relied on isolated referencing as she worked to define social justice in
her third semester as a Citizen Scholar. She began by articulating the concern many
theorists return to when discussing social justice:
When I consider social justice, I think of social injustices and how social
justice is supposed to correct them. So, social justice should be defined
as the correction of social injustice, but this does not tell us much as one
does not know what kind of things are covered here. (October 30, 2001)
Much social justice theory focuses on ways to correct the injustice that Wendy named.
Her recognition that her definition of social justice lacks the details to instruct people
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how to bring about a just society is problematic to her and she seeks to correct it. Isolated
referencing appears as she works “systematically” to consider social justice (Wendy,
October 30, 2001). She considers each term individually, defining “social” and “justice”
to arrive at, what she hopes, is a more detailed understanding of the concept:
The word social generally refers to an environment of people and the
kind of behavior related to this environment. Specifically the way that
any one individual interacts with other individuals, be it in groups or one
on one. The people and their action towards one another creates the
social environment that must be addressed in this questions of what
social justice is. Still, before addressing all that I need to consider the
other half of this topic; what is justice. Justice has been defined over and
over again by many individuals and groups, but these people seem to be
in disagreement about exactly what words to use. Not to say that the
definitions differ by great length, but that they use different wording and
sometimes they are understood differently in their relation to different
situations. To use a simple definition I will say justice is the process and
result of correcting an injustice or wrong doing that had been carried out
against an individual or group of people (though this can be extended to
include the environment and other organisms). (October 30, 2001)
After spending several paragraphs unpacking social justice with dictionary definitions
and the encyclopedia, she concluded:
Generally at one point in time a social injustice is thought to be
justified, by a majority of the people in the social environment or
simply ignored by the majority as a result of real or perceived
ignorance. Then at some time later enough people change their thinking
and actions to deem that same thing socially unjust and work to correct
and remove the problem, once created by the same social environment.
(October 30, 2001)
She defined social justice, once again, as the correction of injustices. In this passage she
gained more insight into the ways something once considered just becomes unjust in the
minds of society’s members, but she does not demonstrate any level of integration.
Wendy does not include any examples of what might be considered unjust, what needs to
be corrected through social justice, or what actions might be required to bring about
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justice. Her concluding understanding of social justice did not change from the initial
definition she shared even though she expressed a desire to “understand [social justice] as
something more” (October 30, 2001).
An example of integrated referencing in the third semester of Citizen Scholars is
demonstrated by Brynne:
The existence of the phrase ‘social justice’ implies that there is something
unjust about the society in which we live, otherwise, why would we need
to verbalize this state? It is a fact that our society provides for some
people’s well-being better than it does for others. The US system of
education, for example, dictates that children living in poor communities
will attend under-funded schools. Surely having access to only under¬
resourced schooling because one lives in a poor neighborhood is socially
unjust. (December 17, 2001)
In this example, Brynne presented the same concern as Wendy, being that the need for
social justice is generated by injustice seen and experienced. Brynne used her reference
of the education system, not as a tool to repeat her initial definition, but to amplify her
understanding and provide evidence. Her concluding definition integrated this education
reference into her articulation of social justice. She offered, “Social justice implies equal
access to education, economic and other resources simply because one is a person in
society” (December 17, 2001).
Most uses of referencing in social justice sensemaking were integrated. Citizen
Scholars were introduced to new thoughts and concepts in reading or discussion and
worked to recognize their places in their conceptions of social justice. In describing her
commitment to social justice, Joey described her language as “the language of an
oppressor,” referencing Frantz Fanon, and struggled with how to be cognizant of her
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words and change her language to more authentically live her commitment to social
justice (April 16, 2002). Jess used integrated referencing to describe social justice at the
conclusion of her Citizen Scholars’ experience:
I sometimes think about “What is social justice?” And then I think about
this video I saw one time about working with kids with learning
disabilities, and the guy that’s facilitating it says, “What is fair? Fair is
just defined actually by getting what you need." Not everyone getting
the same thing, but getting what you need. So I feel like that’s where
justice and equality are different. Where everyone’s needs would be
met...Not only that, but people would be happy, and people would be
living in communities that make them happy, and that are sustainable,
and that could be healthy. (May 20, 2002)
Jess referenced the video as a salient component in her meaning making process. She
thought of the video and used the facilitator’s definition of fairness to clarify her
understanding of social justice. Her articulation of the difference between justice and
equality was very important to Jess’ understanding of social justice and she was able to
make that point through her reference to the video.
Table 15. Social Justice Sensemaking Spurred by Referencing
Task
Utilize sources, exclusive of own
voice to articulate meaning (isolated

Example
“...to each what he or she is due"-Sarah (Oct. 20, 2001)

referencing)

Utilize sources to expand and
enhance comprehension (integrated
referencing)

“It is a fact that our society provides for some people’s well¬
being better than it does for others. The U.S. system of
education...dictates that children living in poor communities
will attend under-funded schools. Surely having access to only
under-resourced schooling...is socially unjust.” -Brynne (Dec.
17,2001)

The use of referencing in social justice sensemaking was employed by 6 of the 11
Citizen Scholars. Table 15 outlines the tasks associated with referencing. Examples of
isolated referencing occurred most often as participants struggled to articulate definitions
of social justice in the third semester of the program. To construct and share a vision (as
they were asked to do in the first semester), the Citizen Scholars were able to rely on
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values and beliefs and did not rely on authorities outside of themselves to share this
vision. In constructing a definition, however, either for brevity or confidence, participants
sometimes referenced other sources to make their points, inadvertently losing presence in
their statements. Integrated referencing was more common as Citizen Scholars took
notice of things in their environment and “framed” those messages to make sense of
social justice (Cobum, 2001). Using concepts learned in reading or research, experiences
from service or activism, and images from media, participants were influenced by those
messages and integrated them into the meaning constmcted of social justice.
It is important to acknowledge that much of the data are comprised of students’
written assignments, where expectations of referencing (in the form of citing sources)
may be assumed by or required of the students. Therefore, more authentic instances of
referencing might be those in the exit interviews such as Jess offered. Students’ use of
sources as either isolated or integrated, however, still provide insight into the complexity
of their cognitive processes (Ignelzi, 2000). The messages considered influential, and
therefore referenced, by the Citizen Scholars differed for each participant and led to
diverse understandings of social justice and the commitments required to bring it to
fruition.
(4) Contradiction
“Explicit efforts at sensemaking tend to occur when the current state of the world
is perceived to be different from the expected state of the world” (Weick et al., in press,
p. 4). Contradiction describes the challenges one encounters that causes individuals to
question their meaning making process. These challenges can and often do arise
spontaneously, or they can be deliberately created. Kegan (1994) asserts that most
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people’s meaning making is inspired by contradiction and Weick (1995) contributes
sensemaking to interruptions experienced. Interruptions cause “people to become highly
aware” and notice disruptions that are in contradiction with how they believe things
should be happening (Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 42).
Contradiction poses “challenges to meaning frames” (Hess, 1996, p. 9). Through
their experiences in Citizen Scholars, students were being introduced to contradictions
both spontaneously and with deliberate intent through the focus of the curriculum. Louis
(1980) characterizes contradiction, or differences between expectations and experience as
“surprises.” Pleasant or unpleasant, students must adapt to these surprises and find ways
to reconcile their meaning constructs with the new information discovered. Social justice
sensemaking based in contradiction, refers to the ways in which students used the
challenges they encountered as Citizen Scholars to shape their understandings of social
justice.
Gurin et al. (2002) posit that the disequilibrium experienced through contradiction
is important to “fostering cognitive growth” (p. 335). In a state of disequilibrium, “people
have to seek information in order to make sense of the new situation. Under these
conditions individuals are likely to undergo cognitive growth” (Gurin et al., 2002, p.
335). Contradiction, as a property of social justice sensemaking, represents the students
efforts to overcome the discontinuity and discrepancy uncovered as they worked to make
sense of social justice. The contradiction experienced and recognized serves as a place to
reconstruct meaning.
All of the Citizen Scholars demonstrated social justice sensemaking based in
contradiction. In their first semester as Citizen Scholars, contradiction as an element of
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sensemaking was evident as the students worked to reconcile their visions of justice with
the injustice they saw as prevalent in society. Kelly described the dilemma as she worked
to communicate her vision:
I find I am unable to ignore lingering thoughts of problems of my
country, the land of prosperity, the society in which I live. Isn’t
America, itself, the place where its residents are promised the pursuit of
happiness, bestowed the right of liberty? How could a society that vows
that it values all these virtues not be good? How does one explain how
homelessness, racism, and violence fit into our forefather’s intentions
for their own good society? (September 12, 2000)
Beth noted, “Because everybody thinks that we all start from the same point and that it’s
all what you do. I used to think that. It’s like ‘The American Dream.’ Everybody can get
what they want if they work for it. But it’s not true” (May 24, 2002). Similarly, Ryan
offered:
I know that, officially, I already live in a democracy, but I think that’s
more a matter of labeling than reality.. .1 want to live in a society where
every single member has an equal (equitable?) amount of influence in
society. I want to live in a privilege-less world, where what you are does
not silence you or others. (September 12, 2000)
Joey challenged, “How might a good society deal with distribution of goods? How might
a society deal with issues of prejudices?” (December 15, 2000). While she felt that equal
distribution of resources and treatment of people “should remain a goal,” Joey wondered
“if a fear of the unknown is more instinctual, and results in a certain level of xenophobia
or dislike of dissidents” and thus believed that equality may not be possible (December
15, 2000). For these students, meaning making was shaped by the contradiction they saw
between the messages they associated with social justice and the realities of the society in
which they lived.
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Students, like Rebecca, found contradiction in the assignments of the CSP. The
challenge of writing down her vision of a good society is an example of a deliberate
contradiction put in place by the curriculum of Citizen Scholars:
I just found that paragraph extremely difficult to write because it’s
strange going outside what we know and believe to be an ultimatum. I
rarely imagine things not within what is now considered to be a norm. I
don’t know how I would achieve any of these qualities of the good
society, but writing about it is the first step. I keep thinking, “well that’s
dumb, it would never happen”—but isn’t that the point? (Rebecca,
September 10, 2000)
Commitment and action regarding social justice is also shaped by contradiction.
Meredith wrote, “I think my work is inspired by the fact that this is not how I envision
my society” (April 15, 2002). Aida shared, “Those injustices, as well as all the things
that make our society problematic, inspire me to be part of the solution by being an active
citizen working towards social change” (April 16, 2002). Rebecca offered, “I don’t know
what we are supposed to do when faced with a situation described in McIntosh’s14 article.
Can one ignore the privilege we have been bom into and instead take the harder path in
order to equal things out?” (October 11, 2000). Part of Rebecca’s understanding of a just
society included a vision of “relative equality” (September 10, 2000). When faced with
the recognition of privilege she receives because of her skin color, she was frustrated and
confused regarding how she could work for social justice without seeming patronizing
and how she could celebrate success without attributing it to White privilege.
Personal experience can also be a contradiction in social justice sensemaking.
Rebecca presented her definition of social justice, “a right to basic human necessities.

14 Rebecca is referring to the Peggy McIntosh article “White Privilege and Male Privilege: Unpacking the
Invisible Knapsack.”
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People need food, water, clothing and shelter” (December 7, 2001). She was concerned
that her lifestyle and experience negated her ability to determine what was just for others.'
I struggled with how to limit basic human needs. I don’t know how I
could say that justice is simply food, water, clothing and shelter. I have
never experienced anything but middle class living, so I have no right to
impose such a scant definition of justice on anyone else. In Cherokee [a
reservation where Rebecca did service during her time as a Citizen
Scholar], I was definitely challenged with that. Sure, the people had
enough to eat, a roof over their head, etc., but the conditions they were
living in, leaky roofs, ant infested bathrooms, were deplorable. I could
never say to anyone on the reservation, “well your basic needs are met looks like social justice has been achieved.” (December 7, 2001)
Citizen Scholars’ also utilized contradiction in social justice sensemaking as they worked
to reconcile their own doubts about the viability of the just societies they envisioned.
Meredith wrote:
I know I like the diversity that this world symbolizes, yet I like the idea
of equality. I am nervous sometimes when I think of what might happen
to diversity if all the nations magically had universal equality and
respect across the world. It agitates me that I often don’t have a plan
either. How can I bash what is here when I don’t have a long term goal
for how to change society...I don’t know. (April 16, 2002)
Sometimes, the service experience proved to be the contradiction that spurred
students’ social justice sensemaking. This example from Brynne reveals how she saw her
service as a mentor to a young African American girl in conflict with the meaning she
attributed to social justice:
In a working society, [my service as a mentor] would not be needed. By
hanging out with Felicia15 once a week am I enabling her mother to not
have to keep track of her as much, not have to make the effort to guide
her daughter into engaging activities? It makes me feel good to hang out
with her, I have fun interacting with people younger than I am and I
enjoy thinking that she looks forward to the time we spend together. At
the end of the year though I will have completed my service hours for
Citizen Scholars, satisfied that I have learned so much from my active
learning experience, and will move on...while Felicia will be entering
15 A pseudonym.
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the ninth grade dealing with the same shit...The faith I have, I guess, is
that from the time we spend together she will continue to grow more
confident in her body and mind, in herself, that she can overcome the
challenges she was bom into (being female, black, never having a father,
living with a mother addicted to drugs and alcohol). I am aware of some
of the broader issues surrounding social justice in our society and am
committed to other movements to this end and I think this is where I can
be confident that I am not just continuing to benefit (by calling it my
education) from the disadvantage of others in the name of service.
(September 17, 2001)
She described several contradictions in one paragraph: her service itself was evidence
that society is unjust, her service may in fact perpetuate injustice, Brynne was learning
from the experience at Felicia’s expense, Felicia may not have benefited from the
experience (though Brynne hoped she would). She reconciled the contradictions by
affirming her commitment. The fact that she was committed to social justice and knew
that she would work to live her commitment in other ways after her experience with
Felicia has ended helped Brynne bring some resolution to the contradictions she
encountered.
Ryan also found contradiction in her service experience. The contradiction she
named was magnified in the work of the homeless shelter where she did her service.
Could situations of injustice be present within service agencies and still be considered
social justice work? While she struggled to reconcile this conflict, Ryan believed it was
possible. “I can still believe [this] is social justice work even when we are not advocates,
even when we may be creating a hiding space as we develop a community (October 31,
2001). Ryan believed that social justice required advocating for systemic change and
working for a “privilege-less society,” but she found that while she could identify issues
of racism, sexism, and homophobia at the shelter she could also see that it was providing
services and safe spaces for people marginalized in other ways, and for Ryan that was an
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important aspect of social justice. In the end, her experience gave her strength to
challenge the injustice she witnessed at the shelter and also be content with the work she
did there.
Table 16. Social Justice Sensemaking Spurred by Contradiction
Task
Reconcile vision with actual
condition

Contradiction as a source of
inspiration

Example
“...a just society should lack all the problems we see in our
everyday lives... no discrimination of any kind, no injustice, no
moral wrongs committed against others.” -Wendy (Dec. 3,
2001)
“Those injustices, as well as all the things that make our
society problematic, inspire me to be a part of the solution.”
-Aida (Apr. 16, 2002)

Contradiction in social justice sensemaking is represented by challenges,
surprises, or interruptions to the meaning making process. For the Citizen Scholars,
contradictions provided the opportunity to recognize and analyze problems in society and
to reaffirm commitments to act for social justice. At the same time, it gave them the
chance to express confusion, hesitation, and to acknowledge doubt. When contradiction
occurs, “these kinds of experiences can unsettle.. .but on the other side of this sense of
loss they can also promote the process by which one puts together one’s own psychology,
one’s own program” (Kegan, 1994, p. 298). Contradiction emerged as a property of
social justice meaning making throughout the students’ tenure in Citizen Scholars. See
Table 16 for the tasks associated this property. Through their ability to “recognize
contradiction” and work with and through it (Gurin et ah, 2002), the Citizen Scholars
were able to make new sense of social justice. Early on, the contradiction sensed between
values and reality made it difficult for students to share their articulations of a more just
world. As the students questioned the meaning and purpose of their service, contradiction
supported a reframing of meaning and action in work for social justice. Contradiction
also served as inspiration. At the end of their experience, it was most often a belief that
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change is possible, that “there is a better alternative—the world does not have to be this
way” (Joey, April 16, 2002) that motivated students in their commitments to social
justice.
(5) Social
Meaning making is interactive, it is “about talk, discourse, and conversation”
(Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 41). Both Kegan (1994) and Weick (1995) view the process of
making sense as shaped by our interactions with others. Since service and servicelearning pedagogy are social by design (shaped by community or community building),
the experience of the CSP is based largely in social relations. Social justice sensemaking
for the students in the CSP seems to be largely influenced by their interactions with
others.
Through the curriculum of the Citizen Scholars, which relies on weekly class
meetings and 60 hours of service each semester, the social activity is obvious. However,
the influence of these interactions on social justice sensemaking is more difficult to
capture. Through student writings and the exit interviews, the impact of social relations
on making sense of and developing a commitment to social justice is made clear. This
property appears to influence all 11 participants’ social justice sensemaking.
As Joey shared her conceptions of social justice during her time in Citizen
Scholars, she also pointed to the different conversations and experiences (i.e., the social
interactions) that brought her to these understandings. In her first semester she shared,
“Reading with Lani16 helps me form these opinions and questions. Why did Lani fall
through the cracks like that...does she really have a learning problem, or is it the
system?” (Joey, September 26, 2000). Through her tutoring experience with Lani, Joey
16 A pseudonym.
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questioned what would be needed to prevent people from “falling through the cracks,”
key to her understanding of a just society. She was able to use her service experience to
raise her awareness of social problems and to ask questions and form opinions about the
systems that caused Joey and Lani to be matched and how those systems could be
changed.
A year later, Joey commented on the importance of the classroom component and
the cohort experience of Citizen Scholars to her learning and to her process of coming to
understand social justice:
Citizen Scholars...set the foundations for creating a lifestyle oriented
around social change, community, giving of the self, and even more
radical politics. They helped me realize that anyone and everyone can be
empowered, and how important that is...it reinforces the idea that a
community is important and valuable, and secondly that in the
community, we have stability with each other, watching each other grow
and try new ideas. Being in a setting where we are all together with at
least one thread of community for more than one semester can build our
confidence and trust in one another, and in the educational process.
(October 1, 2001)
The comfort and trust established with other members of the Citizen Scholars gave Joey
both the safety and confidence to take risks and make mistakes. Through the experience
of interaction, she challenged herself to express new thoughts and ideas, receive
feedback, and use that dialogue to consider her positions and actions. And while the
social environment created by the CSP created a space for dialogue and conversation that
facilitated social justice sensemaking for Joey, the information exchange and opportunity
to hear others ideas was also influential. In an experience during the third semester of the
CSP, Joey was challenged by a conversation in which the class was working to define
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social justice. She was not convinced that the process or the task were useful. In
reflection, sharing her understanding of social justice, she offered an example of how this
conception was shaped by another student in the class:
As I was thinking about this, I was reminded of something [Brynne] said
in class.. .1 tried to use the reasoning that the term was too broad and that
we could not define it so quickly but she deftly pointed out that we all
need a place to start from, a focus point so that we can then manipulate
the definition to fit our own lives and experiences. (Joey, October 29
2001)
This revelation was important for Joey who was then able to open herself up to creating a
definition that could guide her life and her action. Through Brynne’s statement, Joey no
longer felt stifled by the permanency of a definition. Viewing it instead as a starting
point, Joey shared an understanding of social justice that fit her life and understanding at
that point, with the knowledge that there was room and time to change this definition as
she continued to learn about the issues important to social justice.
The community of the CSP cohort was very important to the students in social
justice sensemaking. Kelly remarked that her understanding of justice was “questioned
and tweaked with each conversation amongst the Citizen Scholars” (December 3, 2001)
and Jess believed “the information and experiences we share demonstrate how much we
can learn together and our commitment to social justice” (September 24, 2001).
As Weick et al. (in press) state, “Communication is a central component of
sensemaking” (p. 14). Classroom and cohort interactions, common to the Citizen
Scholars, provided opportunities to discuss and rehash key concepts related to social
justice and to explore and examine their roles in working for social justice. Brynne shared
how her interactions with the Citizen Scholars contributed to her understanding of social
justice:
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Well, I just, I think, the people in it have raised some really strong
questions for me. Like what is the best way to live my life? You know, I
mean, how can I work toward all these things that are important to me
without compromising the ideals? I think it’s definitely helped make
[this experience] what it is... (May 21, 2002)
In their community experiences, participants referred to different aspects of the
social experience of service that contributed to their meaning making and commitment to
social justice. Joey, as shared earlier, sought to understand why the student she tutored
fell behind her classmates in reading. Aida’s work with disabled survivors of violence
gave her insight into their struggles for fair and accessible housing. These interactions
gave the students new perspectives to integrate into their conceptions of social justice.
Through their service, the students were challenged to develop an understanding of social
justice that included those they served as well as themselves. Aida put forward, “Before
this, I don’t know if I would have thought about the needs of the disabled, but now I
know.. .1 can’t imagine a society could be just if it didn’t provide for them too” (April 23,
2002).
The service experience also shaped the meaning students attributed to their
commitments. Rebecca was inspired by the “real people” with whom she made
connections and by the effect that her work had on others (December 10, 2001). She
believed that her impact and seeing the change that happened because of her work
inspired her to continue working for social justice. Similarly, Jess was inspired by those
“who spend their lives struggling for liberation” (December 11, 2001). Her commitment
was encouraged by people she met through her service, people who were able to move
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others to action, and she desired to emulate them in her own life. Jess believed that the
best way to understand social justice was to make it “tangible, personal” and she aimed to
“connect to that, and let other people connect to it too” (December 11, 2001).
Table 17. Social Justice Sensemaking as Social
Task
Used experiences with other people
(e.g., in the service experience with
peers and with teachers) to raise
questions of concepts integral to
social justice
Communication and interaction
with others to facilitate meaning
construction

Example
“Why did Lani fall through the cracks like that...does she
really have a learning problem, or is it the system? -Joey (Sept.
26, 2000)

“This understanding [of social justice] is questioned and
tweaked with each conversation amongst the Citizen Scholars.”
-Kelly (Dec 3, 2001)

“Sensemaking is never solitary,” according to Weick (1995, p. 40). All of the
members of the second completion cohort utilized their interactions with others in the
classroom and in the service experience to make meaning of social justice. Sense is made
from the process of working together—from communication, information sharing,
“acting and reacting” (Eckel & Kezar, 2003, p. 41). Table 17 describes the tasks
associated with this property of social justice sensemaking. Students were able to use
their conversations in the classroom to construct meaning collaboratively and openly and
were able to use their service experiences as opportunities to question, to construct
frames for evaluating their efforts at working for social justice, and to derive new
meaning based on those interactions.
(6) Driven by plausibility
The notion of plausibility respects the fact that social justice cannot and does not
have a singular definition. Instead, a plausible understanding of social justice is one that
is believable and acceptable to the individuals making sense. Accuracy is nice, but not
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necessary” (Weick, 1995, p. 56). In sensemaking, participants must have confidence in
the sense they have made of the concept in order to take action, but the idea of being
“right” is not vital to developing confidence or commitment.
Social Justice is something I feel I can’t define. Not necessarily because
it’s indefinable, but because I just don’t know enough yet! It’s
something I think I can point out if I see it...It’s something I think I can
just recognize (cocky as that might sound) just as I can recognize where
to push a brush stroke on the canvas or where to put a word on a page.
(Ryan, October 31, 2001)
In the passage above, Ryan invoked plausibility as she expressed validity in a concept she
felt able to identify but unable to define. She conveyed confidence in what she
understands, even as she felt unable to articulate that understanding. The “feeling” that
Ryan maintained regarding her understanding of social justice guided her actions; she
was certain that her work was aimed towards social justice without having an accurate
definition to guide her.
Jess’s confidence in her understandings of social justice was more certain when
she began the Citizen Scholars Program than when she ended the experience. While she
had doubts about the implementation of her ideas, she knew that social justice required a
“relatively equal distribution of wealth” (September 10, 2000). As she continued to
explore social justice through readings, discussions, and service, she ended the semester
with “less of an idea” and a realization that “there is no correct answer” (December 22,
2000). Her commitment, however, was not diminished, she added, “I hope that I continue
to dream this up” (Jess, December, 22, 2000) reflecting Weick et al.’s (in press) position
that plausibility sustains motivation.
Moving into the third semester of Citizen Scholars, Jess felt that her idea of social
justice was “vague” but showed confidence in her sensemaking saying, “I’m somewhat
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closer than I thought I was before” (October 29, 2001). Her idea of social justice was
“equality, fairness, or the struggle for those,” but she admitted confusion: “I’m not sure
what to do next...What is the social framework surrounding this awesome change? What
does the rest of society look like when this is possible?” (Jess, October 29, 2001).
Sensemaking driven by plausibility reflects Jess’s desire to bring her ideas to fruition.
“People see and find sensible those things they can do something about” (Weick, 1995, p.
60), Jess wanted to understand social justice and create a clearer, more believable picture
of a just society in order to guide her actions toward that goal.
But Weick (1995) also warned, “Accurate perceptions have the power to
immobilize. People who want to get into action tend to simplify rather than elaborate” (p.
60). Meredith seemed to fall victim to this in her final semester:
What I am finding about myself is that sometimes I never come to a
conclusion. I think that “oh no I can’t do that because it isn’t
empowering to so and so” or “do I have the right?” or even “am I being
racist/elitist, etc. by doing such actions?” There are times that I never do
anything because I am not sure what that anything is. I am realizing it
now because it is as if someone tracked my thought process and then
asked “ok, now what [Meredith]?” Here I am saying, “but I still don’t
understand the theory” when I really need to be thinking is screw the
theory and do something. (May 16, 2002, emphasis in original)
Jess seemed to heed this warning as she offered her conception of social justice at the end
of her experience as a Citizen Scholar:
So in my current life, social justice is more... something just out of reach
that I don’t completely understand what it is, but I know that that is what
I’m working toward...And I know my vision is probably not what
would be socially just for everyone. So I have to try to, I guess be
careful how I define it. Or maybe it doesn’t need to be defined. It’s just
like everything else I’d be like at some point I’ll be like “Does it matter
if I define it?” (Jess, May 20, 2002)
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For many of the students (7 of 11) in the CSP, plausibility as a property of social
justice sensemaking is most relevant to the end of their experience in the program.
Plausibility appears to drive conceptions of social justice as the student prepares to leave
the CSP and act on her understandings and commitments without the community and
support offered by the program. According to Weick et al. (in press), “People don’t need
to perceive the current situation or problems accurately in order to solve them; they can
act effectively simply by making sense of circumstances in ways that appear to move
toward general long term goals” (p. 21). As it becomes more important for students to
take action rather than to be certain regarding an exact understanding of social justice,
sensemaking driven by plausibility is evident. Students communicated plausibility as a
property of social justice sensemaking in their exit interviews in the final semester of the
CSP.
Both Wendy and Kelly struggled with conceptualizing social justice when
presented with injustice so often. And though Wendy felt she “should know a better way
to think of it,” she maintained that for her social justice is “the opposite of the injustice”
(May 16, 2002). The simplicity of her understanding was important because it was “more
practical.” She elaborated, “Sometimes you don’t necessarily know what’s the best end
result that you are looking for, but you do know that it has to be better than what is there
presently” (Wendy, May 16, 2002). Similarly, Kelly posited that viewing social justice as
the “alleviation of injustice” allows her to see “what’s wrong and how that can be made,
not necessarily right, but better for everybody” (May, 17, 2002).
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Meredith held on to her notion of utopia that guided her understanding of social
justice, but resigned herself to find ways to make “my own utopia around me” (May 17,
2002). The recognition that her vision would probably not “prevail in [her] lifetime” was
difficult for Meredith. She countered immobilization by creating a plan to bring her
understanding of justice to a finite group where she felt her ideas were possible to enact,
“I guess I went from thinking really broad to really starting to understand sustainability in
my inner circle” (Meredith, May 17, 2002). This shift was important for Meredith to
maintain her commitment and to encourage continued action. She invoked plausibility
through her ability to adapt and adopt; making sense that is reasonable and aligned with
her understanding and provided a platform that allowed her to take action on her beliefs
(Eckel & Kezar, 2003; Weick, 1995).
Joey’s exiting view of social justice reflected plausibility, “It’s the people’s voice
ringing out and claiming what it needs, and what it wants, and what it knows it should
have, and there are many ways of getting into that” (May 19, 2002). She shared an
understanding that is broad enough to encompass a number of perspectives, needs, and
actions to bring it forward. It was important for her that the definition be both “personal”
and “malleable,” able to fit the changes society will inevitably experience. Joey
illustrated Weick et al.’s (in press) contention, “Sensemaking is not about Truth and
getting it right. Instead, it is about continued redrafting of an emerging story so that it
becomes more comprehensive, incorporates more of the observed data, and is more
resilient in the face of criticism” (p. 20). Joey’s concluding definition reflected her efforts
to continue to shape and present a definition that incorporates what she has learned about
the community and society and could support action “across a spectrum, so that no one is
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left out” (May 19, 2002). “People may get better stories, but they’ll never get THE story.
Furthermore, what is plausible for one group...often proves implausible for another”
(Weick et al., in press, p. 20). Joey’s articulation of social justice reflected this aspect of
plausibility, she attempted to present what is most acceptable for all people who would be
involved in work for social justice.
Ryan explained how plausibility fit into her process of social justice sensemaking:
The more I learned about [social justice], the less and less I could put my
finger on what it really was. But I also learned that it matters less and
less, that I could still do work even if I couldn’t define things or put my
finger on it. Like I don’t have to say, “I’m doing this. This is social
justice work. Social justice work is A, B, and C.” But I could still have
an idea of what was important and what was right to do. (May 22, 2002)
She continued, “I think that I get an idea of the complexity of it, which is really useful... I
think that I know what I am doing. I feel good about it” (Ryan, May 22, 2002). In
sensemaking, this is the point. That an individual can create meaning for a concept that
may not be correct, but has enough plausibility that the person can be confident in her
actions (see Table 18 below).
Table 18. Social Justice Sensemaking Driven by Plausibility
Task
Develop enough confidence to take
action

Develop comfort in ambiguity

Example
“Like 1 don’t have to say, ‘I’m doing this. This is social justice
work. Social justice work is A, B, and C.’ But I could still have
an idea of what was important and what was right to do.”
-Ryan (May 22, 2002)
“...social justice is more...something just out of reach that I
don’t completely understand what it is, but I know that is what
I’m working toward.” -Jess (May 20, 2002)

“In an equivocal, postmodern world, infused with the politics of interpretation
and conflicting interests and inhabited by people with multiple shifting identities, an
obsession with accuracy seems fruitless, and not of much practical help either” (Weick,
1995, p. 61). For the Citizen Scholars, accuracy in their comprehension of social justice
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was not something they could expect. The concept is too complex and too contested to
strive for accuracy. Instead, the students aimed for understandings that were plausible,
that were both believable and provided a template to take action. Students struggled to
develop working definitions of social justice that they could believe in and from which
they could take small steps towards social justice that were satisfying to them. Social
justice sensemaking, driven by plausibility, allowed students to make reasonable and
credible sense of social justice from which they could take action and live their
commitments.
Conclusion
This chapter sought to explore the processes that facilitated social justice meaning
construction for members of the Citizen Scholars. Through exploring content, context,
and chronology of student writing and exit interview transcriptions, I reviewed the
sensemaking properties that prompted the construction and reconstruction of the
meanings of social justice held by the Citizen Scholars. As shown in Table 19 the
analysis shows that social justice sensemaking is grounded in identity, retrospective,
spurred by referencing and contradiction, is social, and driven by plausibility.
Table 19. Invocation of Social Justice Sensemaking Properties (by Student)
Grounded
in Identity

Retrospective

Referencing

Social

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

Aida

X

X

Beth

X

Brynne

X

Jess

X

Joey

X

Kelly

X

X

Meredith

X

X

X

X

Rebecca

X

X

X

X

Ryan

X

X

X

X

Sarah

X

X

X

X

Wendy

X

X

X

X

X
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Driven by

Contradiction

Plausibility

X

X
X

This portrayal of sensemaking recognizes the properties that assist students in
developing their understandings of social justice. While the properties have been
organized to present them as distinct, it is important to recognize the process as complex.
Sensemaking is dynamic: “Sensemaking involves the ongoing retrospective development
of plausible images that rationalize what people are doing” (Weick et al., in press, p. 3).
To understand sensemaking is to understand that these properties overlap, intermingle,
and transpose to foster meaning construction and give participants the confidence to take
action. Retrospection can be social as identity can involve referencing. The properties
work together to allow participants to engage with and interpret the different messages
surrounding a concept. Social justice sensemaking happens individually and collectively,
as the Citizen Scholars wrote journal entries and reflections, participated in classroom
discussions, engaged in community service, read articles, researched issues, and reviewed
their past work and conversations.
Sensemaking properties emerged throughout the CSP experience. Sensemaking as
grounded in identity appears most relevant to the students in the first three semesters of
the CSP, though students (like Jess and Rebecca) still strove to align their identity and
actions at the conclusion of the program. Contradiction, retrospection, and social
properties of sensemaking were present throughout the experiences spurred by service
experiences, class readings and discussions, as well as other interactions with peers.
Referencing, though difficult to capture authentically, emerged most often in the first and
third semester when course readings and writing assignments were more structured.
Interactions, in service and with peers, also spurred referencing to make sense of social
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justice. Plausibility occurred most often in the final semester of the CSP as students
worked to reconcile their meanings and commitments as they prepare to leave the
program.
Messages, values, and beliefs about social justice were brought by members of the
Citizen Scholars into the program. These messages were challenged, affirmed, discarded,
and reframed during their experiences allowing them to create new meaning. Key to this
process of sensemaking was: students’ developing understandings of themselves and their
role (identity); revisiting and reconsidering their positions (retrospect); connecting to new
concepts and understandings that they wished to integrate into their own (referencing);
recognizing conflicts between what was expected and what was experienced
(icontradiction); interacting with others (social'); and developing confidence in their
understandings even if they were unsure about the accuracy of meaning (plausibility).
This process of social justice sensemaking sheds light on how students come to
understand social justice through their service-learning experiences as part of the Citizen
Scholars Program.
The next chapter looks at the ways a critical service-learning pedagogy facilitates
social justice sensemaking. Elements of the CSP curriculum will be unpacked to
understand how this experience contributes to students’ understandings of and
commitments to social justice.
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CHAPTER 7
MAKING CONNECTIONS:
CRITICAL SERVICE-LEARNING AS A TOOL FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
SENSEMAKING
This dissertation has explored the role of service-learning in fostering students’
understanding of and commitment to social justice; meaning, how students’ knowledge
and actions regarding social justice were shaped by their integrated classroom and
community service experiences. In chapter 2,1 outlined a critical service-learning
pedagogy, arguing that the practice is transformative for both the student and the
community she serves when attention to social change, questioning the distribution of
power, and developing authentic relationships are integral to the practice. Through this
structure, the individual, community, and society at large are all subjects for learning and
change.
In a traditional service-learning experience, students are required to spend a
predetermined number of hours in service to the community and to reflect on that service
and its connection to the course content. This practice has been shown to enhance
students’ cultural awareness, leadership and communication skills (Astin et al., 2000;
Eyler & Giles, 1999; Neururer & Rhoads, 1998) and at the same time criticized for its
reinforcement of social hierarchies, patronization, and deficits-based approach to
community service (Forbes et al., 1999; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002). The critical
service-learning experience moves beyond individual notions of need to examinations of
structural inequity and posits service, not as a solution, but as a tool for understanding
that may lead participants to more politicized action.
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This chapter will look at the factors integral to a critical service-learning
pedagogy and explore how the classroom and community service components of the
service-learning experience aid in students’ social justice sensemaking. The chapter will
begin with a review of the Citizen Scholars Program curriculum and the students’
responses to those interventions. I’ll revisit the five logistical elements necessary to
implementing a critical service-learning pedagogy that effectively shifts focus towards
social justice. Through these elements, the chapter will explore particular aspects of the
CSP and their role in fostering social justice sensemaking.
Citizen Scholars Program as Critical Service-Learning
The critical service-learning pedagogy applied through the CSP both encourages a
commitment to service and to the ideals of social justice. While participant definitions of
social justice varied (as expected, since social justice remains a contested concept), the
CSP provided students with community and classroom environments that prompted
social justice sensemaking allowing each participant to exit the program with a more
complex understanding of social justice and the confidence in their understandings to act
on their commitments.
Through the service-learning experience, students balance classroom and
community components utilizing each aspect of the pedagogy to enhance their
understanding of a particular concept. The CSP centers the content on social
responsibility and community change, asking each participant to deepen their
commitment to community and to be an involved and active citizen. Through this
emphasis, students must first come to believe and understand that the current community
is somehow flawed. Then, the student should seek to be aware of root causes that lead to
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the flaws and problems they now recognize in the community. It is this process that first
opens the door to understanding social justice. The recognition that society is not perfect
and becoming cognizant of how and whom society’s imperfections impact raises
consciousness around injustice. Belief in, hope for, and imagination of a different kind of
society is the entry point for theorizing about social justice. The Citizen Scholars’
participation in this research gives us insight into how a critical service-learning
pedagogy may influence the understanding of and commitment to social justice.
Classroom Component
Influential in the Citizen Scholars’ understanding of and developing commitment
to social justice was the experience of the service-learning classroom. The classroom
environment of the Citizen Scholars operated much like a traditional college classroom,
with regular class meetings, writing assigmnents, course readings, and participation in
class discussions. The third and fourth courses of the CSP focused on a capstone project
in which students designed and implemented a community initiative aimed towards
meaningful social change. Different from a traditional college classroom experience was
class size, ranging from 18 students in the Good Society to 11 students in Public Policy
and Citizen Action. This is much smaller than the average class size at the University,
where 56% of all classes have 20 students or more (5% of these have more than 100
students) (.Frequently Asked Questions, 2004).
Another difference in the class experience would be the incorporation of student
co-facilitation. In the second, third, and fourth semesters of the CSP, students (in pairs)
took responsibility for the facilitation of the classroom. This facilitation would generally
incorporate discussion of their service, discussion of the articles, and conversations
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regarding their differing and changing perspectives. The Citizen Scholars praised these
opportunities as “taking ownership for our own learning” (Brynne, May 21, 2002). The
capstone experience, aimed at meaningful social change, provided students the
opportunity to evaluate their commitments, to better understand and outline their own
process for “working for social justice” and to better clarify for themselves what a more
just world entails (Meredith, April 16, 2002). Citizen Scholars valued the readings,
noting, “just being introduced to this material makes a big difference” (Kelly, October 30,
2000). The written reflections, required during the first, second, and third semesters of
the CSP, were well-received by most participants. A few commented that the writing
often felt redundant and more of a chore than a learning experience. At the same time,
students appreciated the comments and feedback they received from the teaching team as
their reflections were returned. “I really value the time you take to respond to my
thoughts and concerns” (Joey, December 12, 2000). Students saw the reflections as an
ongoing dialogue with the instructors and believed that the information exchange
provided a challenge that made them think deeper about their own beliefs and come to
new (and sometimes very different) understandings.
Service Component
The service component received mixed reviews as students struggled with various
aspects of the experience, but all participants felt their service was instrumental in
influencing them towards deeper understandings of social justice. Oftentimes, students’
conflicts in their service experiences (feeling mistreated, unsure about the direction of the
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program or agency) brought about more clarity in similar ways that the service
experience brought to light the ways through which oppression and injustice manifested
in the lives of the community members they served.
As service learners, a common theme in their reflections was their differences
from the community served. This encounter with difference in the service experience
frequently prompted questions for the Citizen Scholars about the impact of privilege
(particularly ability, race, and class privilege) on life circumstances. In a mentoring
program, a Citizen Scholar wondered “if her mother didn’t work three jobs” (Rebecca,
November 11, 2000); similarly, in a soup kitchen another student asks, “If people didn’t
see him as crazy”(Wendy, March 13, 2001) how would the lives of these community
members be different? The ability, through the service experience, to develop intimate
and authentic relationships with people different from themselves and to question the
distribution of power in society, prompted the Citizen Scholars to think more deeply
about the role of identity (or social group membership) in determining educational
aspects, job prospects, housing security, and a number of other significant concerns. In
looking at the root causes of problems they were witnessing in their service experiences,
students working at a shelter for the homeless moved from early thoughts of “people
don’t have enough food to eat and should be fed” (Ryan, September 17, 2000) to “people
with mental illness aren’t given the same opportunities as others. They end up at the
[shelter] because they are constantly turned away from jobs, even from restaurants.
People don’t give them a chance because they can’t get past their own bias” (Ryan,
December 10, 2001).
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Because the CSP is a four semester sequential program, students have the
opportunity (and are encouraged) to continue with a single service agency for the
duration of the program. In the second completion cohort, 6 students continued with a
single agency across all four semesters and 9 of the 11 participants stayed in their service
placement for at least a full year. The goal of this program design was to encourage
students in the development of authentic relationships with community partners, to gain a
better understanding of the social problems the agency addressed, and to participate with
increasing depth in the workings of the agency to better understand their services and the
impact of the agency.
Critical Service-Learning for Social Justice Sensemaking
Through this research, the influence of a critical service-learning pedagogy on
students’ understandings of and commitments to social justice has been explored. I
contend that a critical service-learning pedagogy employs a social justice orientation that
“redirects the focus of service learning from charity to social change” (Boyle-Baise &
Langford, 2004, p. 55). Through an analysis of privilege and oppression, by encouraging
students to uncover the root causes that perpetuate the needs addressed by their service
sites, and by connecting awareness to action through the development and
implementation of a capstone experience, the pedagogy of the Citizen Scholars Program
provides the necessary properties (identity ground, retrospective, referenced,
contradictory, social, and plausible) to encourage social justice sensemaking amongst
program participants.
In chapter 2, as I reviewed critical service-learning pedagogy, I presented five
ingredients necessary to the approach: (a) preparation for the service experience that
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includes information about effectively and respectfully entering the service experience
and information about the community and population of the service site; (b) prolonged
engagement in a meaningful service experience that affords the opportunity to consider
the service in the context of the community served and of larger social issues; (c) shared
power in the service-learning relationship demonstrated in the classroom and in the
community; (d) readings that bring attention to social justice and concepts like power,
privilege, and oppression; and (e) intentional analysis of community issues with attention
to social change. This section will reveal how these ingredients, in practice through the
CSP, promoted social justice sensemaking for the program participants.
Preparation for Service
Preparation for service is oft-cited as an important aspect of the service-learning
process (Howard, 2003; Jacoby, 1996; Troppe, 1999). According to Troppe (1999),
“Setting the context for the service experience by outlining logistical considerations,
providing background on the population or issue at hand, and explaining why you are
using service-learning.. .will have a significant impact on the quality of students
learning” (p. 30). In the CSP, students were given advice for selecting and connecting
with a community partner for their service. In the introductory course, The Good Society,
students were given a list of potential partners with short descriptions of the service
opportunities connected to those agencies. Additionally, students were given resources to
research other service options and encouraged to connect with a site that would incite
their passion and challenge them. Upon selecting a site for their service experience, the
Citizen Scholars completed a service contract with their community partners in which
both parties established their needs and goals for the partnership. A student outlined the
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skills she brought to the placement and the experience she hoped to gain through service.
The community partner, in turn, offered the needs he or she hoped would be met and the
opportunities for learning, mentorship, and support the site would provide.
During the preparation process, students also received an orientation to the service
site: Spending time at the site, learning the community and population served, and
developing a better understanding of her new role at the agency. Through preparation,
students were made more comfortable and given the tools and information necessary to
feel successful in their service work. Granted, this process was not always successful,
note the experiences of Jess and Rebecca, particularly, as they struggled with their
service. But more often than not (in nine of the students’ experiences, including
Rebecca’s), the Citizen Scholars noted the preparation process as beneficial to the
beginning of their service, allowing them to feel more comfortable in the experience and
giving them the confidence “to take more risks” (Kelly, October 9, 2000).
Preparation for service supports social justice sensemaking in multiple ways. It is
social, creating opportunities for initial interactions with the community the student will
serve or serve alongside. Preparation allowed students to reflect on their identities as they
began to recognize the life experiences and social identities that differ from or match the
constituent community. Preparation, for many, also provided instances of contradiction
that supported social justice sensemaking. Through their introductions and orientations to
the service experience, students encountered individuals and conditions that challenged
their previously held conceptions of the community or circumstances community
members faced.
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Prolonged Engagement in Meaningful Service
The service experience is central to the Citizen Scholars’ experience as it is with
most service-learning programs. It is the act of service, of community involvement, that
changes the traditional learning experience. “A sustained service-learning interaction,
fused with close analysis to server subjectivity” is critical to addressing mutuality,
reciprocity, and the asymmetry that sometimes results as power differentials in the
service relationship emerge (Camacho, 2004, p. 31). Each student in the CSP completed
60 hours of service each semester for the four semesters of the program. Further, the CSP
encouraged students to identify their service placement in the first semester of the
program and to continue with the placement for the next three semesters. Through their
service experiences, students were able to investigate: major questions regarding their
role as responsible citizens, how to contribute effectively to society, the root causes of
social problems, the effectiveness of service in working for social justice, and their
individual understandings of social justice.
All 11 participants in the CSP were able to point to the service experience as an
experience that contributed to their social justice sensemaking. Students, like Ryan and
Aida, who continued with one placement through the four semesters were able to
challenge themselves in different jobs at the site or with new kinds of service (like
serving on the Board of Directors and working on writing grants) that gave them a
different perspective of the agency and its contribution to community, as well as a deeper
understanding of the community served and the problems facing those constituents.
Students who shifted sites from semester to semester, like Joey, may not have received
the depth of understanding about a particular community agency and issue, but their
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experiences can still be considered “prolonged” by service-learning standards as 60 hours
across a single semester is three to four times longer than students in traditional servicelearning experiences are required to contribute. Even in shifting sites, these students were
able to gain insight into a number of different issues facing the community (or the
different ways a single issue manifests for different communities) and the myriad ways
one might work for the type of society she desires.
The experience of service, for this Citizen Scholars cohort, challenged
stereotypes, developed new skills, made privilege visible, and brought recognition to the
systemic nature of oppression:
Service is the real world application of ideas and issues we struggle with
in class. Some of what we talk about seems so abstract; when we go out
into the world we see them more clearly and see why we must change.
(Joey, October 1, 2001)
In service, students were involved in a process of analyzing themselves and their actions
as well as the agency’s efforts to best understand how and whether their work contributed
to positive social change.
The Citizen Scholars’ prolonged engagement in meaningful service facilitated
social justice sensemaking in a number of ways. As students built relationships with
community members in service (social), the process raised awareness for the students of
the implications of their own identities in contrast with those served. The Citizen
Scholars developed new recognition for class privilege, race and racism, issues of ability,
pressures to assimilate, and even the “stigma” attached to being a college student doing
service. In this way, the service experience also fostered contradiction as students were
surprised, like Ryan, when the homeless residents of the shelter addressed her as a
“tourist” rather than being grateful for her help, as she had expected (October 24, 2000).
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Contradiction was also found as students’ stereotypes about the community and about
community members were shattered through their weekly interactions in service. The
service experience allowed for an interactive opportunity in which understandings and
practices can be turned on their heads, improvised, examined and reexamined...borders
of identity can be explored, even crossed” (Camacho, 2004, p. 32). Service was
frequently reflected on (retrospective) and referenced by Citizen Scholars to provide
insights into their understandings of social justice. The service experience also addressed
plausibility, as the opportunity to be of service and to consider the effectiveness of
service in creating social change allowed students to consider both how service
challenges structures that create injustice and how they, as individuals, might (and do)
contribute to a movement for social justice.
Shared Power in Classroom and Community
Attention to the distribution of power is a crucial element of a critical servicelearning pedagogy (Densmore, 2000; Rosenberger, 2000; Varlotta, 1997b; Warren,
1998). Through a combination of concepts discussed in the classroom and interactions
experienced at the site, recognition of power distribution should be raised for the servicelearning students. In the CSP, this happens for students in the first semester of the
program as they see the differential treatment they receive in relation to those they serve.
Rebecca (a White woman), taking her mentee and her friend (pre-teen girls of color)
trick-or-treating, explained:
Most people looked at me as if I was a saint, walking around with these
little “hoodlums.” I just looked back at them as if they were crazy. I
have never been so stunned and utterly clueless as to what to do. [The
girls] didn’t seem to notice, or if they had, they were quite used to
it...Why does this racial segregation exist? Where does this class
stratification generate? (December 20, 2000)
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This experience and others like it prompted students to question the distribution of power
and, for many, encouraged efforts to directly challenge unequal distribution and find
ways to live counter to that reality. Meredith shared, “’Cause just to understand that this
is it, then why would you even act? This is it and how can we make it better. We can
slowly work toward that (May, 17, 2002).
In the CSP, efforts were made to recognize the knowledge and experience of the
students and the community partners so that traditional power dynamics are reconfigured.
In the second, third, and fourth semesters of the program, the Citizen Scholars shared
responsibility for leading class discussion, facilitating lessons connected to class
readings. Students appreciated these student-led sessions noting, “it shows that you
recognize that we have something to bring to the table” (Jess, October 8, 2001) and
It’s been a really great space to come to...to have a space where I feel
comfortable and I can come and share my views and how I’m feeling
about current events. And to listen to people, and people really listening
and responding and being honest, rather than a lecture, a lecture style
where you’re just being talked at, but you’re actually being talked to. It’s
been a really great space for me. (Meredith, May 17, 2002)
To break down the power relationships often seen in community relationships, the
CSP faculty invited community partners into the classroom during the fourth semester to
add their knowledge and experiences to classroom concepts and to help students process
challenges they experienced in their service or capstone projects.
Through service, power was often made clear, but students, like Wendy, were
appreciative of how the soup kitchen blurred the lines between clients and volunteers by
asking everyone to give their time to get meals prepared and to partake in the meals being
served. In the community, students were encouraged to analyze the power relationships in
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their service experiences and to think consciously about ways to redistribute power to
counter oppressive circumstances. Brynne reflected on her relationship with the student
she mentored:
I definitely have a lot of power in our relationship because I am older,
have access to the vehicle, and have the busier schedule...I have to
check myself to not perpetuate the crap she experiences everyday and to
open myself up to all the really cool things that I can learn from her.
(December 15, 2001)
Experiencing shared power in the classroom and community supported social
justice sensemaking through contradiction. Emphasizing reciprocity and mutuality in the
service experience transformed the community experience so that students saw
themselves as both giving and receiving in the context of service. They were able to see
community members not solely as “in need” but also as incredible sources of knowledge
with resources and energy to share. Placing students in the role of instructor through co¬
facilitation opportunities was an experience that contradicted most of their other
classroom experiences. Responsibility for teaching the class allowed students to feel
empowered and respected. The experience of shared power also invoked plausibility as
students, through reflections {retrospective), were able to consider how the relationships
they developed in the classroom and community might bring society closer to justice.
Readings
Through readings, students were introduced to concepts and issues relevant to
service and social justice. The CSP combined science fiction, scholarly articles, reflective
essays, and case studies to engage students in conversations regarding identity and
oppression, privilege and power, social justice, social change, and processes to create
those conditions. As Jess wrote, “We read all different pieces about injustice and
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struggles of oppressed peoples for justice. It’s important to know the history of ongoing
struggles... If we really are organizing for change, understanding this history will help us
raise awareness through our service” (October 8, 2001).
All of the students in the second completion cohort credited the readings of the
CSP with changing their perceptions and allowing them to develop their understandings
of social justice. “Reading all of the different materials and million other things has really
changed my perceptions of the world and other people. I don’t accept things so blindly”
(Kelly, May 17, 2002). Students also found comfort and inspiration in the readings, “I
also find support in the individuals we read about who have devoted their lives to make
our society a good one” (Aida, April 16, 2002). The right readings can be a source of
transformation as Wendy suggested:
I believe that these thoughts and messages have really made me
reconsider where I stand and how I deal with these situations. I think
that they will have a long term effect on me merely by their presence in
my mind and the constant reconsideration of my actions. (September 17,

2001)
Readings were unquestionably important to creating awareness of the social
justice concepts central to the curriculum of the CSP, but equally important to this
process was the intentional exploration of the readings through conversation and
reflection. It was not enough to just read the readings, the students had to process them in
order to find the relevance to their lives, their service, the community, and efforts toward
social justice.
Social justice sensemaking was enhanced through the readings introduced as part
of the CSP curriculum. Because readings were discussed in the classroom, the process

242

was social. Readings also prompted retrospective sensemaking as students referenced the,
readings in written reflections and the conversations held in class. As many of the
readings dealt with issues of unearned privilege, oppression, and social responsibility,
they encouraged students to be ground in identity, asking students to consider themselves
and their experiences in relation to the concepts communicated through the readings. At
times, readings prompted contradiction, conveying information that challenged
previously held notions and plausibility, presenting visions of how the world could be.
Intentional Analysis of Community Issues
An intentional analysis of community issues is the last element I contend is
essential to a critical service-learning pedagogy. Through an intentional analysis of
community issues, service learners are able to investigate the root causes of social
problems encountered in their service experiences. This encourages students to go a step
further, instead of simply recognizing that there are people who are homeless and
providing meals so they do not go hungry, students in a critical service-learning
experience seek to understand why people are homeless. The cost of housing, the job
market, the bureaucracy in accessing vacant buildings, the stereotyping and prejudice
against people who are homeless all become important to understanding circumstances
facing those without homes. This process prompts students to consider the kinds of steps
they can take to address social problems at the source rather than the surface.
The CSP asked students consistently throughout their service-learning experience
to look beyond service to the larger societal concerns that prompt the need for service in
the first place. In the final two semesters of the program, the Citizen Scholars research a
community issue in depth and then implemented a plan of action to work for meaningful
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change. This capstone experience was lauded by students as an opportunity to “link
theory and practice” (Brynne, May 21, 2002). Aida found the experience “makes me
want to be more engaged in my community in the decisions that are made for my
community” (May 21, 2002). She added, “it was not just volunteering, but trying to make
sustainable change and I don’t think I would have done that outside of this setting.. .it is a
very big thing” (Aida, May 21, 2002).
This intentional analysis supported social justice sensemaking through
plausibility, as students actively sought to implement their vision for sustainable change

on an issue they researched for an entire semester. The process was social, as students
sometimes worked in pairs, but most importantly, because the process required that they
talk to and build relationships with people affected by the issue they had selected. As
Aida investigated concerns regarding emergency housing for disabled survivors of
domestic violence, it was important that she understood the needs of that community in
order to develop and implement meaningful change. Contradiction emerged as students
encountered roadblocks in the process of enacting change. As Sarah and Beth found that
recycling was more costly, both in time and funds, than throwing away materials at a
local school, convincing school officials to implement a recycling program for classroom
materials and cafeteria waste became more difficult. “We never imagined that it could be
in a school’s best interest NOT to recycle.. .How do you work with that?” (Beth, April
16, 2002). In considering the success of their capstone projects and how well they
understood the community issue they aimed to address, the intentional analysis of
community issues was also retrospective, as students considered their role in the process
of enacting change. Joey offered:
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And I don’t know if the project succeeded in being something more than
a band-aid within the community service realm, but something that helps
you put the pieces together in your learning process, to look at and
grapple with social justice is important if it’s what we want to work for
(May 19, 2002)
This action of looking at root causes of social problems through an intentional analysis of
community issues allowed the Citizen Scholars to understand and work for social justice
in a tangible way.
Conclusion
This chapter sought to demonstrate the connections between a critical servicelearning pedagogy and social justice sensemaking. The curriculum of the Citizen
Scholars Program is organized to emphasize action and responsibility in the creation of
social change; therefore, the development of authentic relationships, questioning the
distribution of power, and attention to social change are critical components of the
curriculum. This chapter underscored the ways the CSP curriculum facilitates social
justice sensemaking through five elements essential to a critical service-learning
pedagogy: (a) preparation for service, (b) prolonged engagement in meaningful service,
(c) shared power in the service-learning relationship, (d) readings that emphasize social
justice concepts, and (e) intentional analysis of community issues.
This research demonstrated that the intentionality of the curriculum is
fundamental to students’ developing conceptions of social justice. The reflections of the
Citizen Scholars (written and oral), prolonged engagement in meaningful service, and
course readings (with subsequent discussion on those readings) appeared to facilitate the
six properties of social justice sensemaking. Preparation for service, shared power, and
intentional analysis of community issues were also effective in encouraging a more
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complex understanding of and expressed commitment to social justice, though they
appear to invoke fewer of the sensemaking properties (see Table 20).
Table 20. Sensemaking Properties Fostered by Critical Service-Learning Elements
Grounded in
Identity
Preparation for
service

X

Prolonged
engagement in
meaningful
service

X

Emphasizing
shared power

Readings

Intentional
analysis of
community
issues

Retrospective

X

Referencing

X

X

X

X

Contradiction

Social

X

X

X

X

Driven by
Plausibility

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

The experience of the students of the second completion cohort of the CSP
demonstrated that involvement in critical service-learning can be a catalyst for building
students’ comprehension and commitment. “Sensemaking is central because it is the
primary site where meanings materialize that inform and constrain identity and action”
(Weick et al., in press). The combination of classroom and community experiences
provided the opportunity for students to retrospectively engage with concepts and
circumstances to make plausible sense of social justice. This encouraged students to align
identity and commitment in a way that allowed them to take action on that understanding.
A conceptual framework (see Figure 2) that represents the social justice
sensemaking process as invoked by the service-learning experience of the CSP
illuminates the process through which students learn. The aim of this effort is to make
transparent the “black box within process” (Brockbank & McGill, 2000, p. 65). The black
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box makes explicit the processes both intentional and unintentional, that shape teaching
and learning. Used consciously, service-learning and social justice educators can tend to
the process revealed through this framework “to attend to the quality and effectiveness of
learning more rigorously” (Brockbank & McGill, 2000, p. 65).
The design of the conceptual framework first acknowledges the “personal stance”
of the students, recognizing that the previous service experience, personal history, and
awareness, knowledge, and understanding with which one enters the critical service-

learning experience shapes the initial understanding of social justice. Previous service
experiences may include charity-driven experiences (e.g., clothing and canned food
drives), volunteerism, traditional service-learning courses, and activist-oriented
experiences (e.g., lobbying and petition drives). Personal history reflects the background
and values a student brings to the experience bringing attention to “who they are” to
understand “what they believe” about social justice. An individual’s social group
membership (e.g., race, class, gender, sexual orientation), family history (e.g.,
experiences or traditions that shape beliefs like political affiliation, a lineage that includes
Holocaust survivors, or missionary work), and values and beliefs espoused (i.e., the
values and beliefs one articulates generally resulting from identity, history, and
socialization) play a significant, though sometimes unconscious, role in a student’s view
of justice. The awareness, knowledge, and understanding sometimes termed “student
knowledge” (Rice & Pollack, 2000) that a student brings into the classroom reflects
beliefs “in use” (Brockbank & McGill, 2000). This reflects the views a student may hold
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at present considering the information sources (e.g., classes, peers, independent reading
organizational membership) that may motivate the students towards particular
understandings of justice.
Within the “black box” of the CSP experience are the properties of social justice
sensemaking and how aspects of the critical service-learning pedagogy of the CSP
facilitates those properties. The exercises and activities that comprise the CSP curriculum
including: writing assignments, service, class discussion and facilitation, course readings,
and the capstone experience provide the needed environment to enact sensemaking. The
experience of the CSP allowed students to: confront bias, clarify values and beliefs, ask
difficult questions, incorporate new information, test theories about justice, and many
other processes that supported meaning construction. The framework brings clarity to the
ways a critical service-learning experience challenges and supports students in their
conceptions of and commitments to social justice.
The critical service-learning experience employed by the CSP represents the
container that invokes the process of social justice sensemaking. The conceptual
framework acknowledges who students are when they enter, explicates the CSP
experience and how it fosters the sensemaking properties. This leads students to several

outputs including: more complex understandings of social justice, expressed
commitments to social justice, the ability to conceptualize and implement strategies for
action, clarity and confidence in one's views of social justice, a greater sense of agency
to do something in support of social justice, and a willingness to make choices and take
action aligned with her understanding of social justice.
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In the following chapter, a summary of research will be offered as the findings of
this research are reviewed in light of the literature on social justice, service-learning, and
sensemaking. Finally, the implications of this research on service-learning and social
justice education will be presented alongside new questions and suggestions for research
raised by this study.
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CHAPTER 8
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS
Through this research, the experiences of the 11 members of the second
completion cohort of the Citizen Scholars Program were analyzed through their writings
and interview transcripts to understand how these experiences in critical service-learning
influenced their understandings of and commitments to social justice. In chapter 4, the
language the participants used to describe social justice was unpacked to analyze
colloquial conceptualizations relative to the theoretical paradigms presented in the review
of the literature. Chapter 5 employed portraiture methodology to present authentic
narratives of the students’ tenure in Citizen Scholars, outlining each members’
descriptions of social justice upon entering and exiting the program with details of her
service and her own assessment of her commitment to justice. A cluster typology
organized the portraits and explored themes and patterns in their experiences. In chapter
6,1 analyzed the processes for meaning making to understand the properties most
relevant for making sense of social justice. Those sensemaking properties, in chapter 7,
were considered alongside elements of a critical service-learning pedagogy and the CSP
curriculum to explore how this service-learning experience fosters social justice
sensemaking.
This dissertation has been guided by three primary research questions: (1) What
are the students’ definitions or conceptualizations of social justice?, (2) How is
sensemaking employed to understand social justice?, and (3) What factors of the servicelearning experience influence the evolution of that understanding and commitment? The
previous chapters have sought to answer these research questions through the experience
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of an innovative four semester critical service-learning program at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. An assumption of this research has been that service-learning
pedagogy, particularly a critical service-learning pedagogy, leads students to question and
reflect upon their awareness and dedication to social justice, so the questions guiding the
study were not framed as “does it?” but instead “how does it?” in order to explore the
changes in understanding and commitment the Citizen Scholars underwent as their
perceptions and obligations shifted.
In this final chapter, the findings of the dissertation research will be summarized.
This summary will be followed by an exploration of these findings and their connection
to the literature framing this research (service-learning, social justice theory, and
sensemaking). Implications for service-learning practitioners and social justice educators
will be offered as well as limitations of this study and future directions for research.
Summary of Findings
A survey of the written reflections and exit interview transcripts of participants in
the CSP demonstrated that a critical service-learning program that directs its curriculum
towards social change, with emphases on developing authentic relationships and
questioning the distribution of power, can lead students to more complex understandings
of social justice. Analysis of the data revealed that students’ initial conceptions of social
justice emphasized distribution or a redistribution of wealth and resources to create a
more fair or equal society. These initial conceptions were balanced in five students with
reference to the procedural paradigm of justice, stressing fair treatment, care, and respect.
Six members of the second completion cohort balanced their calls for redistribution with
ideas of recognition—seeking an end to the oppression experienced by marginalized
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groups in society in order to reach a just society. By the completion of their time in the
CSP, all 11 students shared conceptions of social justice that included multiple theoretical
paradigms and demonstrated integration of multiple perspectives.
At the conclusion of four semesters of service-learning, all 11 members of the
CSP expressed a commitment to social justice and were able to articulate ways that they
would live their commitments. From expressions of civic participation (e.g., voting,
community service) to changing personal habits (e.g., consumer purchases, eating habits,
language), from direct action (e.g., protests, petitions, boycotts) to career choices (e.g.,
teaching, policy work, social service careers), the critical service-learning pedagogy of
the CSP curriculum appears to challenge students to both make commitments and to act
on them.
Six properties of social justice sensemaking were uncovered to shed light on how
students made meaning of social justice and developed the confidence in their meaning
construction to act. Identity, retrospect, referencing, contradiction, plausibility, and the
opportunity to be social were all relevant in the students’ processes of making sense of
social justice. Identity ground social justice sensemaking encouraged students to consider
the implications of their identity both in terms of the meaning they construct and the
actions they are willing to take. Retrospective sensemaking provided opportunities to re¬
evaluate past beliefs about social justice and issues relevant to social justice as well as to
consider how their actions align with their conceptions of a just world. Referencing in
social justice sensemaking provided the sources to introduce the Citizen Scholars to new
perspectives that they could bear in mind as they worked to make sense of social justice.
Contradiction appeared to spur social justice sensemaking by requiring students to

253

reconcile their vision of social justice with actual conditions in society. The opportunity
for interaction, communication, and dialogue that made the sensemaking process social
prompted the construction of new meaning by raising questions, introducing new
perspectives, and providing space to process their understandings with others. Finally,
social justice sensemaking was driven by plausibility, giving students comfort in
ambiguity and the confidence to take action on their understanding. Plausibility moved
students from immobilization, prompted by the need to find a “right” answer, to belief in
their understandings that facilitated commitment.
A final analysis revealed the ways that the critical service-learning program
implemented by the CSP fosters social justice sensemaking. The pedagogical
interventions of Citizen Scholars through preparing students for service, prolonged
engagement in meaningful service, shared power in the classroom and community,
readings with attention to concepts relevant to social justice, and intentional analysis of
community issues, create experiences that invoke the sensemaking properties and grant
the conditions needed to facilitate students’ meaning construction of social justice. A
conceptual framework that explicates this process is shared in Figure 2.
Social justice remains a contested concept though Flew (1995) contends that,
while “vague” there is enough of a shared understanding to give it meaning (p. 76). The
critical service-learning pedagogy of the CSP encourages students to go beyond vague
conceptions of social justice to create meanings that inspire commitment and the
confidence to take action on their understandings.
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Evolved Understanding of Social Justice
Participants demonstrated an evolution in their understandings of social justice
during the four semesters as Citizen Scholars. Though entering conceptualizations of
social justice differed for the 11 women, in each case the individual showed greater
complexity in her understanding of social justice integrating elements of distribution
(through calls for access, the provision of needs, and equality), recognition (expressing
the need for an end to oppression), and process (challenging people to greater care and
concern for others) in her final conversation regarding social justice.
Through the experience of community service learning, participants in the CSP
were able to build upon their entering conceptions of social justice, applying new
knowledge and understanding to exit the program with a broader and more inclusive
conceptualization. This evolution in the students’ conceptualizations reflects Regan’s
(1994) assertions about the process of making meaning. The integration of multiple
perspectives into one’s understanding as well as the ability to articulate that concept with
herself as center (i.e., what social justice means to me and how I will act on that
understanding) reflects a maturation of students’ cognitive abilities (Fenwick, 2001;
Ignelzi, 2000).
Students relied on their service, the peer group established by the CSP, a more
developed sense of identity (prompted by experience and reflection), and increased
awareness regarding social concerns and strategies to combat those concerns, to guide
them towards more sophisticated conceptions of social justice. Kegan (1994) and
Ignelzi’s (2000) calls to “coach” the curriculum by providing the necessary support and
structures to facilitate more complex meaning construction are all incorporated into the
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critical service-learning pedagogy of Citizen Scholars through readings, reflective
writings, a capstone experience that integrates research and action, and the development
of community within the learning environment.
Commitment versus Action
In exit interviews, all 11 participants in this research described themselves as
being committed to social justice. This expressed commitment was most often attributed
to the understanding of social justice students developed during their experiences as
Citizen Scholars. Participants pointed to new awareness and a feeling that they could not
shirk this understanding as primary to their commitments. A developed commitment to
social justice appears to be influenced by students’ experiences in Citizen Scholars as the
understanding that they gain regarding this concept includes awareness of both actions
necessary to work for (or bring about) social justice and their responsibility to (or place
in) a movement for social justice.
When asked how they lived their commitments to social justice, students revealed
information about their willingness to take action as well as information regarding the
mechanisms each believed would lead to a realization of the just societies they
envisioned. All of the Citizen Scholars felt able and capable to take action, but the kind of
action they were committed to differed along two lines: those calling for systemic change
and those calling for individual change. Students calling for individual change, believing
that changes in attitudes and actions could bring about the just society they desired,
expressed a willingness to participate more actively in the structures of governance
(through voting, attending city council meetings, etc.), believed they would continue to
be involved in community service, and aimed to form more just relationships (treating
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others with respect, working to limit prejudice and discrimination in their own lives).
Students calling for systemic change were also committed to these individual acts, but
many also expressed a willingness to employ strategies that challenged structures of
governance and to work for systemic change (through protests, policy work, boycotts,
direct action).
This tendency toward action appears to be more closely aligned with students’
pre-Citizen Scholar orientations than to experiences prompted by the CSP. A key finding
of this research reveals that students who expressed in their applications a desire to leam
about social change through the CSP tended to end this experience with a commitment to
social justice through actions aimed towards systemic change, while students entering
Citizen Scholars seeking to leam more about the community and be involved in service
with like-minded peers ended the program with commitments to social justice expressed
through individual acts that work within the system and challenge relationships.
Sensemaking as Theory and Strategy
In the literature, sensemaking presents as both a theory and strategy (Cobum,
2001; Eckel & Kezar, 2003; Kezar & Eckel, 2000; Louis, 1980). It is a theory which
postulates how groups construct meaning and take action on their understandings (Weick,
1995; Weick et al., in press) and a strategy employed in institutions and organizations to
help members access and make new sense of priorities, concepts, and policies within an
organization (Cobum, 2001; Eckel & Kezar, 2003; Kezar & Eckel, 2000). When applied
to the experiences of participants in the CSP, sensemaking again serves a dual purpose.
As theory, sensemaking allows us to identify and analyze the processes that support
students to construct new meaning of social justice. As strategy, sensemaking also creates
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the opportunity to consider the practical aspects of pedagogy and how a critical servicelearning pedagogy may provide some of the properties important to social justice
sensemaking.
This view of sensemaking as strategy is reflected by Kegan (1994) and Weick et
al. (in press) who encourage classrooms and institutions to implement particular
strategies that facilitate meaning construction. Educators should not view sensemaking
solely as a self-initiated process. While some students have reached levels of cognitive
process that may afford them the skills to make sense of complex concepts, the
application of particular strategies aimed at encouraging meaning making does not have
developmental limits. The strategies recommended to facilitate sensemaking (e.g., group
dialogues, framed messages through distribution of readings, journal writing, visioning)
serve to support individuals in their own processes and to challenge them to more
complex understandings. Additionally, these strategies allow the different understandings
individuals hold to be revealed. The tensions and contradictions in participants’
conceptualizations provide another framework from which to structure sensemaking and
encourage the social aspect of meaning construction which benefits from the inclusion of
multiple perspectives.
Implications for Service-Learning and Social Justice Education
This research into the experiences of the second completion cohort of Citizen
Scholars suggests a series of implications for service-learning and social justice
education. First, the linkages between these pedagogies cannot be underestimated. The
experiences of the Citizen Scholars should encourage us to see the tremendous
opportunities to develop in students “a critical perspective and action directed toward
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social change” through the combined pedagogies of service-learning and social justice
education (Bell, 1997, p. 14). The concepts and issues of identity, oppression, power, and
privilege raised through dialogue in the classroom in tandem with the action of
meaningful service in the local community and reflection on both offers the praxis that
can lead to the perspective and action we desire from students in developing
commitments to social justice.
To encourage a more developed understanding of social justice and the
commitment to take action on that understanding, I believe it is important for educators to
understand the following when implementing a critical service-learning pedagogy.
1. Sensemaking begins with self-awareness. Weick’s (1995) contention that
sensemaking starts with the self holds true for the second completion cohort of the
CSP. Most of the Citizen Scholars began their sensemaking from who they are in an
effort to understand their role in a movement for social justice. Understanding the self
is integral to how students conceptualize social justice and the actions they are willing
to take in service of that understanding. Race, class, and gender were frequently
raised by students as ways to explain their views, question their roles, or justify their
actions. Self-awareness was developed through students’ service and opportunities for
reflection. Through the experience of service, students’ social group memberships
and the relative privilege or marginalization of each were highlighted through their
interactions with community members. Encouraging guided reflections on the self,
autobiography, and other writing exercises that emphasize self-awareness can be key
to enhancing the ability to frame a personal philosophy of justice.
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2.

Bring intentional focus to issues of justice through readings and dialogue. Students’
social justice sensemaking was not automatic in the CSP. It was prompted by
continuous and intentional introduction to concepts and issues important to social
justice. “We must teach students about the systemic nature of social inequality,
including its sources, history, and contemporary manifestations” (Densmore, 2000, p.
55). This focus in the Citizen Scholars curriculum encouraged students, who had all
previously been involved in service, to explore their service and their role in service
in new ways that allowed them to be more cognizant of how their actions and
attitudes impacted possibilities for justice in our society.

3.

Writing opportunities need to focus learners on self service, and the broader social
context. Students’ reflective writing proved to be an important space for students to
consider themselves, their actions, and their service. They used it as a time to “sit
down and analyze what [they were] doing” (Joey, May 19, 2002). A combination of
free-write journals and guided reflections comprised the majority of writing
assignments in the CSP. A central goal of the assignments was to encourage students
to examine their own identities in relation to the larger social context of their service
and the issues uncovered through the readings. This process forced students to put
themselves in the analysis, pushing them to think more deeply about the impact of
oppression, power and privilege in their own life, but also on the constituent group
they encounter in service and how that might, in turn, replicate in society at large.
Through this effort, I believe, the Citizen Scholars were able to gain a deeper
perspective on the ways they could contribute to more just and equitable
communities.
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4.

Encourage prolonged experiences in service that move toward progressively deeper
action. The experience of service can offer a catalyst towards social justice focused
action. As we send students into the community for their service-learning
experiences, we should encourage commitments to those experiences emphasizing the
development of authentic relationships with those served. Prolonged experiences lead
to more authentic relationships which, in turn, allow the service-learner to enhance
her understanding of community concerns and to feel invested in the work and the
issues addressed through service. Movement toward deeper action (e.g., from serving
meals to securing food donations from local stores, from mentoring a young person to
developing a resource manual for other community mentors), provides the student
with a broader perspective of the issues the agency purports to address and the ways
one can act for positive change.

5.

Emphasize the relationships among students inside the classroom and create
community there. The students in the second completion cohort looked to their peers
for support, for challenge, and for comparison. The relationships developed in the
classroom created a safe space to ask questions, make mistakes, find common
experiences, have difficult conversations, share frustrations, test boundaries, and
celebrate positive moments. Most service-learning experiences don’t have two years
to develop a learning community like that found amongst the Citizen Scholars, but
service-learning classrooms can still aim to create comfort and safety amongst
students. Establishing norms and ground rules to guide conversations and behaviors
can establish trust and respect essential to developing a strong community. Seeking
casual learning environments (either arranging desks in a circle or foregoing
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traditional classroom spaces by meeting in lounges or conference rooms) may relax
students and support community building. Encouraging students to learn each other’s
names and to feel comfortable sharing their experiences by modeling as an instructor
and by repetition is another way to create community. A social justice education
classroom seeks to honor the purposes of the course, so an environment that does not
perpetuate oppression or injustice, respects different cultural and learning styles, and
supports open dialogue foster sa learning community that provides enough challenge
and support to encourage learning and change associated with social justice (Adams
& Marchesani, 1997).
6.

Support student-directed learning through opportunities for shared teaching. Citizen
Scholars credited co-facilitation opportunities with increasing confidence and feeling
empowered in their educational endeavors. Student co-facilitations allow students to
manage the classroom and direct the conversation and lessons toward issues that are
testing them in service or literature. Opportunities for shared teaching can serve
several functions for the classroom. The issues that occupy students’ facilitations can
alert faculty to issues and problems in the service site or concepts with which students
are struggling. Through building relationships with co-facilitators during the planning
and facilitation process, student teaching can aid the development of community in
the classroom. As discussed previously, co-facilitation also redistributes power in the
classroom showing students that their knowledge is valid and respected. Further, the
experience of planning and leading a classroom discussion can provide invaluable
community development and leadership skills with regards to group dynamics,
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facilitating dialogue, and outcomes-based planning. These skills benefit students in
their service and as they seek to take action on social justice commitments.
7.

Provide exposure to issues of exclusion, marginalization, and oppression to
encourage action beyond service. Challenging people to recognize oppression and its
various manifestations is essential to working for social justice (Young, 1990).
Increased knowledge and understanding issues of exclusion, marginalization, and
oppression may foster relational empathy and motivate students to take action for
change (Collins, 2000; Goodman, 2000). Though emphasizing power and privilege
can be difficult, sometimes building resistance amongst privileged students as they
struggle with this new recognition, the Citizen Scholars have demonstrated that
students whose earlier conceptions of social justice include a recognition of
oppression and its impacts are more poised for action beyond service that challenges
the status quo and seeks to dismantle institutional structures that promote injustice.
“A social justice education aims to develop a critical citizenry capable of analyzing
and challenging oppressive characteristics of society” (Sapp, 2003, p. 5). As students
search to understand issues facing the community they serve, instructors must
continually challenge students to name and investigate the roles that social group
membership and structural oppression play in the problems community members
experience. This awareness stimulates the passion and commitment in students
needed to take action outside traditional notions of service towards social justice.

8.

Support students where they are and affirm the commitments they are able and
willing to make. Through the experience of Citizen Scholars, the 11 students in the
program were able to end the four semesters of the program espousing a commitment
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to social justice and embracing an understanding that included distribution,
recognition, and process as central to their conception of social justice. What was
different, however, was the actions students felt able to take to live their
commitments. While some students felt prepared to engage in revolutionary action
that challenged current structures and systems in an effort to transform society, others
believed that continued involvement in service and acting with their votes to bring
candidates holding similar values into office, were the appropriate next steps to acting
on their commitments. It is important for instructors to recognize the validity of both
positions. All of the students held firm commitments to social justice and expressed
desires for a more just world. They felt a need to belong to a movement for social
justice and believed that their desire and dedication as well as their connection to
others, be it through direct action, service, or other community involvement, could be
a positive contribution to a movement for social justice. Our desire, as servicelearning and social justice educators and advocates, is to prepare students for
responsible community participation that leads to more just and equitable
communities. The willingness of our students to take steps towards that end
demonstrates the understanding and commitment we seek. Affirming these actions
can give students confidence in their beliefs and encourage sustained involvement.
And this sustained involvement may lead to deeper and more complex roles,
increased responsibility and leadership, and courage to take action in different ways
with continued aim toward justice.
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Translating to a Traditional Service-Learning Experience
Some faculty question the ability to implement social justice oriented courses and
social justice focused service-learning given faculty schedules, course content, and
student resistance (Lewis, 2004; Sapp, 2003). The experience of the Citizen Scholars may
lead practitioners to question the viability of a critical service-learning framework with
social justice outcomes in a traditional service-learning experience of a single semester.
The emphasis for practitioners seeking to elicit social justice commitments from students
should be “What can I do with the time that I have?” The development of commitments
and more complex understandings of social justice was a gradual process for the Citizen
Scholars, but there are processes that service-learning and social justice educators can
implement.
We know that service-learning and social justice education are time-intensive
class experiences for both teachers and students (Adams & Marchesani, 1997; Adams &
Zhou-McGovem, 1994; Lewis, 2004; Sapp, 2003; Zuniga, Nelson-Laird, & Mitchell, in
press). Are there ways to utilize time that will emphasize elements essential to students’
social justice sensemaking? For example, having all of the students at one service site
might save time for the faculty member in coordinating with partners and could also
promote relationship building among peers that may increase students’ feelings of safety
and comfort in the classroom. This would also create a common experience for process
and allow the class to “go deeper” in processing service experiences. Experiential
activities at the outset may also enhance the development of relationship among students
in the class more quickly. Creating short-term intensive experiences as part of the class
experience (e.g., retreats, weekend service experiences, Saturday full-day workshops)
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may provide opportunities to build rapport in a short amount of time. These strategies
might also allow opportunities to cover a number of connected concepts at one time and
with more depth that may get lost in the structure of the academic week. Another benefit
would be the opportunity to develop a shared experience that can guide discussions
throughout the semester.
Other questions important to consider are “What are the outcomes associated with
the course and what are the best pedagogical strategies to achieve those outcomes?”
These questions will determine the readings, writing assignments, and other class
activities that will structure the experience. Guided writing assignments can lead students
to reflect on particular concepts and ideas that may support them in achieving the
established outcomes. The CSP capstone experience in which students researched an
issue, designed an initiative aimed towards meaningful change, then implemented and
reflected on the initiative was highlighted by the students as an element central to their
learning about social justice. A single semester course might bring larger groups of
students together in a similar effort. Another variation might be to engage students in
research and design about a community concern and then have them solicit feedback on
their ideas from the stakeholders.
Lewis (2004) ended her experience at Denison University feeling that charity
service-learning was better than no service-learning, but questioned the viability of social
justice focused service-learning given the time and attention required. I agree with Lewis
that some is better than none, but contend that the application of a critical framework to
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traditional service-learning can occur with intentional consideration of the social justice
outcomes desired and incorporating pedagogical strategies aimed at invoking
sensemaking properties in the short-term.
Limitations
This dissertation has explored the meaning students associate with social justice
and the processes students utilize to arrive at these meanings through experiences with
community service learning. The experiences of students in the Citizen Scholars Program
at the University of Massachusetts have revealed that students understand social justice to
be both an idealistic condition in which individuals have the resources necessary to be
safe, healthy, and happy, and the processes used to reach that condition. These
understandings are fostered by a critical service-learning pedagogy through which
students are challenged through service, readings, analysis, and reflection to focus
attention towards social change, question the distribution of power, and develop authentic
relationships.
A limitation of this research is the unique structure of the CSP which makes it a
far different experience from most service-learning courses. The nature of the CSP, with
its four-course structure and cohort experience, prevents the information revealed through
this study from being generalizable to or replicable with other service-learning
experiences. The research is further limited by the focus solely on the experience of the
CSP as a factor of the students’ developing conceptions of justice. The reliance on data
collected during their experience in the program, may unfairly credit the service-learning
experience as the primary intervention responsible for students’ conceptions and
commitments. Students’ experiences outside of the CSP were known, but not investigated
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to the extent necessary to understand how those interactions and involvements may have
influenced what they communicated about social justice. The demographics of the
study’s participants should also be viewed as a limitation. The homogeneity of the
completion cohort (all women, predominantly White and middle class) makes it difficult
to conclude how students from different backgrounds and experiences might respond to a
critical service-learning experience like the CSP. Finally, the use of secondary data is
also a limitation. Relying largely on written assignments used as a tool to assess students’
grades in the courses of the CSP may influence the authenticity of what is shared.
Additionally, secondary data limited my access to the participants and made it difficult to
answer the research questions directly, as sometimes the questions were not addressed or
examined in the data available. This required that the research questions be more flexible
as new questions were sometimes raised through review and analysis of the data.
Implications for Research
I imagine several possibilities for future research generated by this study. First,
and perhaps most obvious, is to understand the impacts of the Citizen Scholars
experience on this second cohort in the future. This research has shown that the learning
encouraged by the CSP is effective in the short-term, but what happens in the long-term?
Previous research shows that active learning facilitates democratic citizenship (Nagda,
Gurin, & Lopez, 2003), but for how long? This research would provide longitudinal data
on the impact of service-learning and provide the opportunity to examine and understand
how conceptions and commitments to social justice change outside of the University
experience when the support structures (instructors, peers, and community service
supervisors) are absent. What is the impact of these kinds of experiences after college?
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Are career choices, life choices (like neighborhood), and political action or community
involvement affected? Is plausibility enough to sustain commitment? Sensemaking
contends that individuals must have confidence in their understandings to take action, but
if students’ actions towards social justice are ineffective or slow to affect the change they
desire, will they continue to be committed to social justice or will unseen progress
prompt apathy or defeat? What helps people sustain and further their commitment after
this kind of experience? Longitudinal research that explores these questions are important
to the literature on democratic citizenship, civic engagement, social justice education, and
service-learning.
Further study with the CSP to understand how the current curriculum and students
conceptualize and commit to social justice will benefit program structure and the
reliability of this research. Research with other cohorts of the program may also create
the possibility of understanding the experiences of men and students of color
participating in the experience. Would similar patterns emerge in a more diverse group?
Exploring similarities in patterns for a group with a more diverse race and gender
composition will contribute to the critical service-learning literature.
Research exploring the role of critical service-learning in cognitive development
connects service-learning to research in social justice education. Diversity and social
justice courses have been shown to enhance cognitive outcomes with particular
significance for students who had the opportunity to practice skills explored in class
(Adams & Zhou-McGovem, 1994). Does this hold for critical service-learning courses
which emphasize experience (through service) while exploring concepts linked to
diversity and social justice? Additionally, a formative evaluation of the sensemaking
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process using multiple and different data sources would provide the opportunity to more
authentically investigate the role of sensemaking in the CSP. How would the opportunity
to consider these properties across and during the experience influence the findings?
Could a research study in which the data collection is framed around sensemaking (e.g.,
Do the social aspects of the CSP help you make sense of social justice? In what ways?)
yield different results? Further investigation into the sensemaking process may also
reveal processes at work in other service-learning outcomes. For example, does servicelearning facilitate reflective judgment in part through sensemaking (Eyler & Giles,
1999)?
Little research has been done on students’ conceptions of social justice, and what
has been done is a) quantitative in nature and b) emphasizes distributive and procedural
paradigms of justice (Dalbert, 1999; Moely, Mercer et ah, 2002; Wendorf et ah, 2002).
Qualitative research on students’ beliefs about social justice both independent of and in
combination with service-learning can improve practice for social justice and servicelearning educators, illuminate the social justice theories that resonate best with students,
and illustrate how just world beliefs connect with various aspects of students’ lives (e.g.,
choice of major, extracurricular involvement, career aspirations, political orientations,
etc.).
Finally, I think it will be important to consider the different ways that servicelearning practitioners conceptualize social justice and how this understanding is reflected
in the curriculum. Lewis (2004) pointed to different understandings of social justice
oriented service-learning as one of the challenges to shifting the curriculum of Denison
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University. How are service-learning educators thinking about social justice? How do our
understandings as practitioners influence student learning regarding social justice?
Conclusion
The students whose service-learning experiences were investigated for this
dissertation have provided insight into the potential for service-learning to enhance
students’ conceptions of and commitments to social justice. The data in this research
reveal the effectiveness of a critical service-learning pedagogy to generate responsible
community participants working for a more just and equitable society. That is, the Citizen
Scholars Program creates opportunities which foster social justice sensemaking allowing
students to make meaning of social justice and develop the confidence in their
understandings to take action in support of their ideas. Through this program, the
University provides students with an educational experience that investigates conditions
of injustice and prepares students with the skills and initiative necessary to work for
meaningful social change. This action, in turn, benefits everyone as a new generation of
leaders, with visions of justice guiding their efforts, leave the University with intent to
live their social justice commitments and work for meaningful social change.
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APPENDIX A
CITIZEN SCHOLAR PROGRAM ASSIGNMENT GUIDELINES

Pre-CSP Data Collection

Citizen Scholars Application Essay
Complete an essay of no more than 750 words which tells us a little about yourself and
explains why you want to be part of the Citizen Scholars Program. Include a summary of
your past and current community service experiences.

During the CSP

Semester 1 & 2 Service Journals
THE PROCESS: The aim of service learning is to give you an opportunity to link theory
and practice, that is, to think about the learning that you are doing in the classroom and
apply that learning to the real world. Your journal is an important part of that process. We
emphasize the word process here because your journal is not simply a product to be
done, graded and discarded. Rather, it is a means for you to grapple with ideas and
experiences that originate both in the classroom and in the larger social world around
you. To put this another way, your journal is a tool to help you become an effective and
reflective participant observer - indeed an emerging anthropologist, activist and/or
socially engaged citizen within your own society.
You need to interact with your journal on a regular basis. You should write in your journal
(at the very least) twice/week and every day that you engage in your community service
activity. Unguided reflections often follow the forma, what, so what and now what. OR,
what have I been doing (description), what does it mean (interpretation) and how does
this impact on how I will act (or what I need to know) in the future (a plan for action).
Prior to entering the community you want to think about the issues raised in class and
extend them to the world around you and to your experiences within it. Once you are in
the community you want to describe your activities and your observations with as much
detail as possible and then process what they mean. You can use your journal to help
you sharpen your observational skills, help you to see important detail in the seemingly
obvious.

Semester 3 Guided Reflections
1. After reading “Hadn’t I Just Been A Special White Boy?” by William Upski Wimsatt,
think about these questions:
How do we know (as people who do service) that we are not “poverty pimps”? (p.
37)
“How can I proceed through life without becoming paralyzed by a million
depressing moral dilemmas?” (p. 41)
What do you see as the most powerful message of this essay? How
has/does/will it impact you?
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2. Defining Service
Reflection questions:
How do you define service?
Is service different from volunteering? If so, how? If not, why?
Is there “vanity” in volunteerism? What does that mean?
3. Education & Learning
After completing your reading by Paolo Freire and bell hooks, think about the questions
below:
What are your goals through education?
What classroom or other learning experiences have you found to be most
productive for your growth and development as a student?
How does service fit into your education? What have you learned through
service?
4. The “ISMS” and Service—Making Connections
After reading the selections from “Readings for Diversity and Social Justice” (Adams, et.
al) think about the questions below:
What “isms” feel most salient to your current service placement? How and why?
How do we replicate/perpetuate “isms” in the way we do service?
How do we challenge “isms” through service?
5. Being/Becoming an Ally
After reading the selections from Parker, Bishop, Kivel, Wall &Evans think about the
questions below:
What does it mean to be an ally?
Is being an ally important to service (more specifically, important to your
service)? Why or why not?
What are the challenges to being an effective ally?
6. Understanding Social Justice
There are 2 questions (and 2 optional questions) for this week’s reflection one to
complete before the reading and one to address after.
“preflection”:
How do you define or understand social justice (what does social justice mean to
you)?
(OPTIONAL) How does your service contribute to your understanding of social
justice?
Now read the chapter by David Harvey and consider the following...
reflection:
Given Harvey’s theorizing on social justice, is your understanding of social justice
changed or challenged? If so, how? If not, why not?
(OPTIONAL) Is your service a service that is social justice oriented? If so, how?
If not, why not?
7. Coalition Building & Identity Politics
After completing your reading think about the questions below:
Why is it important to build coalitions?
What would be your strategy to form and maintain an effective coalition? What
would that coalition look like?
How could a coalition impact the policy project that you are undertaking?
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8. Liberation: Creating Change & Making a Difference
After completing your reading think about the questions below:
What is your vision of liberation?
Does community service or service-learning as you’ve experienced it bring us
closer to your vision of liberation? How? What service experience best
exemplifies action for liberation?
Can your policy project bring us closer to your vision of liberation? How does the
outcome you are seeking illustrate your vision of liberation?
9. What Else Do I Need to Do Good Work?
This reflection may be a little challenging because it is not connected with any readings
(some of you may find that it is easier for that same reason).
What inspires you (or helps you) to continue working for positive social change?
How do we/can we inspire others to do good work?
How do you take care to protect yourself from burnout? How do you step back
and take care of yourself when you know you can't do anymore but recognize
there's still so much to be done?

Semester 4 Captone Reflection
This paper is designed to help you reflect on the experiences of your capstone project
initiative. While some of you have worked in teams on the project, the reflection paper is
an individual assignment. In this reflection address the following questions:
What does it take to initiate a change at the level on which you were working?
What was easy? Hard? Why?
If you were to tackle a problem of this magnitude again, what would you do
differently?
What new ideas or attitudes about the problem did you gain from this
experience?
What have you learned about yourself as a result of this experience?
What have you learned about the process of social change?

Semester 4 Living Committed Lives
The purpose of this assignment is to give you an opportunity to explore and articulate
your commitment to active and meaningful participation in society. Please spend some
time thinking about the following questions and compose your answers.
What is the vision of society (or your hope for the world) that inspires your work?
What is/are the most pressing issue/s facing this nation (or the world) that makes
active participation (political action) necessary?
What kind of action/commitment is/are necessary to address this/these issue/s?
What motivates you to do good work?
Where do you find support?
Do you act on issues that are important to you? Why or why not?
What does it take for you to take action on an issue?
Do you see yourself as a person always involved in community?
How would you like to maintain your community involvement (doing what)?
What are your life goals?
How do your life goals contribute to your vision of society (your hope for the
world) that you named above?
What do you plan to be doing in two years? Do these plans involve active
participation in community?
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APPENDIX B
CITIZEN SCHOLAR PROGRAM EXIT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

I am conducting interviews in order to learn more about students’ experiences in the
Citizen Scholars Program. In my role as interviewer, I will ask several questions to invite
you to comment on your experiences. Some of the questions will refer directly to the
Citizen Scholars Program, others will ask you to talk about your perspective on service,
leadership, activism, citizenship, and social justice. The interview will last approximately
one hour, but before we begin please carefully read and sign this consent form.
BACKGROUND
What is your major and year in school?
Have you changed your major since you’ve been in college? When did that happen?
Why?
When did you first get involved in community service?
If a student asked you to explain the Citizen Scholars Program, how would you describe
it to him or her?
What brought you to the Citizen Scholars Program?
What leadership experiences have you been involved in on or off campus? Service?
Activism?
What service-learning courses have you taken outside of CSP?
CURRICULUM/PROGRAM EXPERIENCE
What were your expectations of the Citizen Scholars Program?
Now that you’ve completed the experience, how do you feel about the program? Were
your expectations met?
Of the four courses required of the program, which one best matched your expectations
or desires for this program? Why?
How does CSP differ from other service-learning courses you’ve taken?
How important was the community/cohort aspect (going through this experience with the
same group of students) to your learning? To your satisfaction with the program?
How do you feel about your capstone experience?
What from that experience stands out most for you?
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What did you learn about the process of making change through that experience?
What skills did you develop from your experience in CSP?
What didn’t work in the program?
Are there things that hindered your learning or satisfaction with the program?
Were there things missing for you from the program? Things you wished happened?
Were discussed? Please specify.
SERVICE
How do you define service?
What did you learn about service through CSP?
Have your thoughts or attitudes about service changed? How?
Will you continue to be involved in service now that CSP is finished?
LEADERSHIP
When you think about leadership what words come up for you?
Who do you view as leaders? Why?
Do you see yourself as a leader?
Do you think the CSP is a leadership program?
ACTIVISM
How do you define activism?
Are activism and service connected? How?
Do you see yourself as an activist? Why?
What did you learn about activism through the CSP?
SOCIAL JUSTICE
How do you understand social justice?
What did you learn about social justice through CSP?
Do you see yourself as someone committed to social justice? How do you live that
commitment?
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CITIZENSHIP
When you think about citizenship, what comes up for you?
Is there a type of person or people that you look at as “good citizens”?
What are the responsibilities of good citizens?
Do you think of yourself as a good citizen? Why?
TAKING ACTION
What are issues in the community that concern you?
In what ways do you feel prepared or capable of doing something about the issues
you’ve named?
Can you tell me things you have done or will do in response to these issues? Give
examples.
RELATIONSHIPS
What can you tell me about relationships that you’ve developed because of your
experience in CSP?
SUMMARY
What does it mean to be a Citizen Scholar?
How do you think your experiences in this program will impact your future?
In what ways have you been able to use or apply what you learned in CSP elsewhere?
Overall, how has this program impacted the quality of your student life at UMass?
If you had the opportunity to do this program again, would you? What would you hope
would be different?
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APPENDIX D
LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT

Citizen Scholars Program
Letter of Informed Consent
The Office of Community Service Learning at Commonwealth College received a grant
from the Corporation for National Service to support the development of sustainable
partnerships with community-based organizations and to build and improve upon the
Citizen Scholars Program. To understand how effective the Citizen Scholars Program is
as a vehicle for student leadership development, activism, and citizenship, the staff of
the Office of Community Service Learning is conducting an ongoing evaluation of the
program for the three-year life of the grant.
As a part of this process, written work submitted to instructors associated with this
program as well as evaluations of activities and courses will be duplicated. The content
of the work will be kept anonymous and written work will be used to assess and report
on the value of the Citizen Scholars Program.
Additionally, individuals will be contacted for participation in interviews as part of this
evaluation process. These conversations will be tape recorded to insure accuracy and
transcribed verbatim to facilitate the evaluation process. Participants’ names will not be
used nor will the participants be identified personally.
Should any information provided be seen as valuable to publicize the Citizen Scholars
Program by quoting directly from written work or interview transcripts, individual
participants will be contacted and asked permission for use of their name and
commentary.
Because the work of the evaluation is focused in part on the participants in the Citizen
Scholars Program, it is possible that individuals may be identifiable as part of this
project; however, the staff associated with the program insure that all attempts to
maintain anonymity will be taken. Students in the Citizen Scholars Program are free to
participate or not participate in this evaluation process without prejudice and may
withdraw at any time.
Any reports resulting from this process will be made available to participants at any time.
Participants may contact the staff of the Office of Community Service Learning with any
questions or concerns about this research.
Signing below indicates that you have read and understand the statements above. Your
signature shows that you are willing to participate in the evaluation and research process
of the Citizen Scholars Program and give consent to the duplication of your written work
as well as to the process outlined above for interviews.

Date

Participant’s Signature
Participant’s Name (please print)
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APPENDIX E
OCSL PERMISSION TO UTILIZE CSP DATA

office of

community service learning
Commonwealth i College

UMASS
November 13, 2003
Tania D. Mitchell
PO Box 643
Marina, CA 93933-0643
Dear Tania:
As part of a continuing evaluation of the Citizen Scholars Program, the UMass Office of
Community Service Learning at Commonwealth College routinely collects data to assist us in
understanding student impact and community impact, as well as to make improvements to the
program. Our data collection includes: archiving program documents (such as applications and
course syllabi), course evaluations, review and collection of student papers, community partner
evaluations, and exit interviews with each participant of the Citizen Scholars Program. Attached
is a copy of the student letter of consent.
Per your request, the Office of Community Service Learning gives permission to you to use the
data collected for the second completion cohort of the Citizen Scholars Program in your
proposed dissertation research: "Service Learning and Social Justice: Making Connections,
Making Commitments”. The data you may access for analysis include: program documents,
student papers, and transcripts from program exit interviews. Based on our conversations about
your research and your dissertation proposal abstract, we believe that your dissertation research
is complementary to our goals in program evaluation and know that your research will benefit
our office and work with the Citizen Scholars Program.
Should you or anyone involved in your dissertation work have any questions regarding our data
collection procedures or desire more information, please feel free to contact the Citizen Scholars
Program Evaluator, Chris Felton, at (413) 545-2015.
Sincerely,

John Reiff
Director

Enclosure

610 Good cl 1 • University of Massachusetts « HO Hicks Way * Amherst, Massachusetts 0100.3-9272
phone HU) 545-2015 • fax (413; 577-4000 ♦ servdcarrt#acad.umass.edu • www.umass.edu/csi
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